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This one’s for the nerds
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Human bodies begin decaying within one minute of death.

I’m not sure if this also applies to birds, but it can’t be that different. Given the jarring, sticky heat that clung to my body when I got off the bus this morning, the dead raven at the base of the cypress tree outside the window will decompose quickly despite the Presidio’s dense canopy. Its unseeing eye, black as coal, stares lifelessly from a bloody head that tilts off its body at a right angle. I should shift my chair so its grotesque corpse moves out of the gilded window frame, but I can’t deny I’m curious.

In the short thirty minutes I’ve been in San Francisco, I’ve studied the city like a research paper, dissecting its sections and diagrams for any hint of the rumors that have tarnished its reputation. First came the innocuous reports—trees blossoming off-season, American robins with electric-blue eyes. Next came the unsettling. Bloodsucking bees that don’t die after the sting, entrails of unidentifiable animals strewn across concrete pavements.

I have to confess, I’m a little disappointed. Everything on my short hike from the bus stop looked overwhelmingly boring, save for the bizarre Grecian monument hanging off the highway and the forest that sits within the metropolitan city like some kind of perverse snow globe. Much more condensed and chaotic than Eugene, but nothing quite as demonic as what fringe media suggests. Then again, I could barely walk ten steps through the brine-filled air without hacking up a lung, and the way people talk about San Francisco has been prone to hyperbole of late.

Mainly because of the house I’m currently waiting in, nestled in a pocket of the city few can ever enter. This stately Victorian mansion that looks like it’s been plucked out of a gothic novel, complete with large half-moon windows and ornate exterior trims. When I got here this morning and saw freaky cherub statues affixed to the pitched roof’s gable end, garlanded in thick fog, I could almost see why everyone is so quick to buy into ridiculous conspiracies. This place is awash with mystery.

I’m at the elusive Elizabethan Institute, the group responsible for decades of groundbreaking life science research, drawing exorbitant funding for work so unbelievable that all the peculiar occurrences in this city are inevitably associated with its existence. Like it’s some strange power nexus, distorting the reality of its surroundings.

The raven’s cold eye blinks.

I lurch from my seat, and in seconds my chest heaves against the window. The bird is lying there, dead as dead can be. Long, weighted moments pass, but there’s no further movement. God, I’m exhausted, and the excitement of being here after months of anticipation has wrung my nerves dry. I imagine the raven’s stench and sketch the structures of putrescine and cadaverine on the window. Amine group, hydrocarbon chain, amine group. One extra carbon in putrescine, I think. No, cadaverine.

“Are you spelling out a message for help?”

I jump, heart in my throat, to find a young girl standing next to the open door.

“Who are you?” I ask, half wheezing.

“Your welcome party,” she says happily, shutting the door behind her as she skips inside, and a waft of something floral follows. Tulips, I think. She’s very out of place in this buttoned-up, jewel-toned office, dressed in a bright yellow shirt French tucked into straight-cut jeans.

“The lady who escorted me didn’t mention a welcome party,” I grumble. To be fair, the lady didn’t say much when she collected me at the wrought-iron gates. The surrounding forest is so dense that I only glimpsed campus as we power walked along a singular paved road—three Queen Anne–style houses clustered around an off-shoot cul-de-sac to our right, followed by a stretch of spiked fencing that’s camouflaged by the trees. Thank god for the bay unfolding alongside the road, or I’d get lost.

This path is a loop. Follow it in either direction from the gates and you’ll end up at the main building, the woman had said brusquely. I’d recommend turning right from the entrance, since going left ventures deeper into the woods. One look at the forest and I could see why. The trees were densely packed, weighed down by the heavy, ominous fog that swirled overhead. No light penetrated the canopy and the protruding branches reached out as though to grab unsuspecting passersby. When we finally arrived at the retrofitted mansion, she led me into the first room upon entering and told me to wait there until orientation.

The antique clock on the sapphire-blue wall reads 7:45 a.m. The rest of my cohort—the other five seventeen-year-olds selected for the Institute’s one-year high school intensive program—should be arriving any minute. The girl standing in front of me is nearly my height, but she looks really young. “Are you a student?”

“Nope,” she says, falling into my seat, leaving me to lean awkwardly against the desk. She studies the two things I brought with me on my twelve-hour bus ride from Eugene to San Francisco: a tattered duffel bag, misshapen because of the books crammed into it, and a sad succulent in a chipped red pot. This plant’s practically indestructible, having survived a terrible fall off my hospital bed, months without water, and now a gross, sweaty journey across state lines. It’s the only living thing I’ve ever been able to take care of.

A flicker of amusement passes across her face. “I’m part of the Institute. Thought I’d come say hi. It’s always fun meeting the students, but they’re not usually staring out the window plotting how to escape on the first day. That’s more of a week-seven thing.”

“I wasn’t plotting anything,” I say. “Just thought I saw something weird.”

“Oh, there’s plenty weird around here,” the girl says, giddy. She reaches for the succulent and starts poking its leaves. “You’ll get used to it.”

Weird like a dead, blinking raven? I sure hope not.

“Do your parents work here?” I ask. If I had to guess, she’s thirteen max, but there’s an unsettling maturity to her. “How old are you?”

She perks up. “Twelve. And nope, I help with the research.”

I know better than to assume anything about a person based on their appearance, but unless she’s a prodigy, she’s too young to be a scientist here. “What kind of research?”

She smirks at my blatant suspicion. “You know, everything around here is pretty hush-hush. There are strange things happening everywhere you look—in this building, in the forest. You’ll be tested on a lot of important things, but you know what they want to see most?”

Oh, she’s full of it, talking like she’s a faculty member. “What?”

She grins, then spins the succulent in its pot like it’s a toy top. “If you can keep a secret.”

If only she knew. I stop my plant from toppling off the edge of the desk and pull it toward me. “That won’t be a problem.”

“Then you’ll be fine,” she says breezily, ignoring both my scowl and the question about her research. I have half a mind to ask again when she adds, “Did you let your parents know you’ve arrived?”

That lands on me like a bucket of cold water.

“I called them when I got off the bus,” I lie.

She doesn’t need to know I tossed my phone in a trash can before boarding so they couldn’t track me. That I sneaked out on my own because Dad decided last minute that this wasn’t a good idea. I can only hope that Mom will convince him to let me pursue what’s best for me. I don’t know what I’m going to do if they show up here, demanding I go back.

There was a time I didn’t know if I had a future. It really messes with you, being told you’re going to die before you’ve lost all your milk teeth. The world was so cruel to give me enough time to dream of everything I wanted to be, but not enough to see it through. Thanks to the miracle that is modern medicine, though, my condition stabilized and imminent mortality became less of a threat. But that fear’s never quite left me.

Now, my future is bigger than my parents’ worries. It looks like one that many would kill for. It’s one I’ve nearly killed myself for, with long nights at the public library and taking on extra, advanced classes that my school didn’t offer. Days alone in my room, nose deep in textbooks while everyone else went out to the movies and parties. I’ve forgone friendships, relationships, and my own health in a quest for what I knew I could achieve, if someone, anyone, paid enough attention.

When the Institute’s invitation arrived at my doorstep, it felt like it had been inked in my blood, sweat, and tears.

No one was going to stop me from attending.

The girl frowns. “You okay?”

I give my head a shake. Mom always said I have the opposite of a poker face.

“I got sick right before I left,” I explain lightly, then cough into the sleeve of my leather jacket, as though my body needed to wield proof. “My parents are protective and weren’t super happy with me coming here.”

“That’s silly,” the girl says, pulling a face. “This is an opportunity of a lifetime.”

“Tell them that.” I let out a cold laugh. “Worst part is, they know how hard I’ve worked for this. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. Most days, I think this is all I’m meant for.”

That last part slips out accidentally. Pathetic, an indistinguishable voice in my head says. It’s probably a meld of voices, all the people who have wondered with varying degrees of cruelty how I’ve grown into the saddest teenager, obsessed with microbes and genetics instead of the multitude of more “fun” and “interesting” things life has to offer.

And I’m pouring my soul out to a child. I’m about to change the topic out of sheer embarrassment when the girl fixes me with an unsettling stare. “I get that. I was made to be here too.”

The seriousness with which she says it leaves me both warm and cold. I’ve never known anyone else like me who’s felt this burning fire in their chest, this desire to do more and be more than the destiny carved out for them at birth. I’m okay with being the loner, but I didn’t realize how desperately I needed the validation. For someone to hear my absurd thoughts and tell me they’re okay.

If only it weren’t a twelve-year-old. Not sure what that says about me.

“You know,” the girl says slowly, “I’ve been looking for help with something.”

“With what?” I’m back on guard. There’s an edge to her that makes me wary. It’s the way she talks, so much more assured than I was at that age, like she’s beat you to the secrets you uncover as you grow up. “The research?”

A loud bang makes us both jump out of our skin. A burly, angry-looking man dressed in a security uniform is standing at the door. He has a mole under his mouth, and steely-gray eyes that dart between us.

“You were supposed to be back by now,” he says to the girl, who swears under her breath. With a brief glance in my direction, he adds, “Orientation starts soon. They’ll get you shortly.”

The girl gives me an apologetic shrug, then gets to her feet. There’s a blaring in my ears, and I want her to finish what she was saying.

“It was nice meeting you,” she says, making her way toward the man.

“You too.” I’m still reeling. I don’t even know her name.

The door is halfway closed when she pokes her head around the corner.

“You should check out the library,” she says with a wink. “You never know what’s hiding in the pages.”

Before I can ask her what the hell that’s supposed to mean, she disappears.

I turn, stewing in confusion, then come to a grinding halt. My spine chills as I look outside the window.

The raven is gone.






2


I don’t have long to ponder the missing raven, because the next minute there’s another knock.

A second girl pops her head in. “Aarya? Come with me.”

It’s like someone’s pushed me off the roof of this house. The girl is Southeast Asian, with long dark hair and thin wire-frame glasses sitting atop extraordinarily high cheekbones. She’s wearing a pinstripe shirt with a high white collar, and soft blue jeans that flare from her hips.

And I swear I’ve seen her before.

“Do I know you?” I pick up my bag before approaching her warily, like she’s a hissing cat. Her features become more jarringly familiar the closer I get, but she looks more confused than disconcerted by me.

“If you reviewed your welcome packet, I’d hope so.” She sticks her hand out. “I’m your housemate, Tassinee. Tass works.”

I leave her hanging. “What welcome packet?”

Tassinee doesn’t look dejected, instead threading her arm through mine and yanking me out the door.

“I’m sure there’s a copy somewhere,” she says, before launching into a set of instructions. “Leave your bag in the coatroom. That’s the door right across. Your things will be taken to our residence while we’re in orientation.”

I shake her off to relinquish my bag, astonished at the number of sleek designer suitcases rolled up next to one another in the coatroom. When did everyone get here, and did they decide last minute to invite more than six students? You’d think there were at least ten people from the amount of luggage. I brought pretty much every item of clothing I own, including my tattered lucky sweatshirt, and I still had room for textbooks.

“One second,” I say, feeling around in my bag for my pill container. I snap off the lid, slip one white tablet into my palm, and dry swallow like an expert. No phone means no alarm, so I better stay on top of my meds when I remember.

Tassinee waits very impatiently for me to finish stowing my stuff before dragging me along the narrow corridor. “We’re in Eukarya, by the way, but we’ll go there together later. I know there’s only one main road around campus, but it’s spooky and I don’t want to walk alone.”

“We’re in what now?”

“Our house. There’s three residences, for two students each. Eukarya, Archaea, and Bacteria, because apparently that’s the best they could come up with,” Tassinee says, rolling her eyes. “I get the ‘domains of life’ pun, but imagine saying you live in Bacteria.”

The hallway opens into a large foyer, complete with symmetrical staircases spiraling up. We walk across stenciled floorboards to a set of massive paneled doors, and I’m so distracted by the thick, engraved banisters and pastoral paintings that I take a moment to register what she said.

“Wait,” I pant. “Our house? We’re not staying here?” There’s only six of us, and this place has got to have enough rooms to host us all. Then I remember the row of abandoned-looking houses near the Institute’s fence. I’d thought they were administrative buildings, not student lodging.

She grimaces. “Nope. Would you want to stay here? It’s kind of stuffy, isn’t it?”

I take in my surroundings, catching flashes of seafoam-green wallpaper, antique cabinets, and warm patterned rugs. It’s nothing I’m used to, but I wouldn’t call it stuffy. If anything, it’s too grand for comfort. Like I’d destroy the furniture just by using it.

Tassinee hands me an ID card—it’s black and heavy, and has my name engraved in the top right corner in silver. No picture, no barcode, no actual identification to be seen. “This will give you access to our residence, and all nonrestricted areas in this main building including the library and the lab.”

“There’s a lab here?” I ask, spinning around.

She grins. Again, the wave of déjà vu is nauseating. “Basement. State of the art.”

The little scanner light by the doors turns green as I swipe my card. “Wait, why do you have my ID?”

“They gave it to me,” she says, opening the door. “You go meet the others. I’m going to get Clarke.”

She can’t possibly mean Professor Clarke, the head of the Institute, the man who penned my invitation letter, practically divine in my personal theology. And who is “they”? I turn to find a common room so unwelcoming, I nearly ask Tassinee to stay. A Black boy sits on the long oak table to my right, gaze fixed on his lap. There’s a bizarrely placed grand piano across the room, opposite a crimson plush sofa set, where two white boys (who look eerily similar in their beige pants and white shirts) sit with a blond white girl. The boys sneer identically, their gazes raking me over from head to toe, and even the raven didn’t make me queasy like this. With unanimous flicks of their heads, they turn their attention back to each other, their interrupted conversation picking right back up as if I never arrived.

Well, this is a great start.

“My tutor should be available starting this week,” Man-Twin One says, ruffling his dirty-blond hair. “He’s already gotten the syllabus, says the first few weeks should be a walk in the park for me.”

“You’ll need all the help you can get, won’t you?” says Man-Twin Two. The girl lets out a slightly frightening shriek of laughter. “Relax, Maccauley, I’m just teasing. Say, we all get in on this tutoring business, don’t we?”

Eager to not stand around staring, I scuttle over to the boy at the table. Like the others, he’s ignoring me, but it’s better than joining that crew. Despite my eavesdropping efforts, I can’t hear anything over the pounding of my heart. First the welcome packet, now a syllabus? I think I missed a crucial piece of mail, and it’s like I’ve entered the fray without armor. I’m reeling from the realization when the entire table starts shaking.

“Would you stop that?” I snap at the guy next to me, whose vibrating thigh is rattling the table leg.

“Sorry,” he grumbles, barely glancing in my direction. He’s in a dark burgundy shirt, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, which rest at an odd angle. Like there’s something under the desk. I lean back an inch and catch sight of his phone, laid horizontally on his lap. Tiny men race across a polished court.

“Don’t you have better—”

The door whirs and clicks, cutting off my impassioned reprimand. Silence falls over the room as Tassinee enters. My housemate grins at me before trust-falling into the seat next to Maccauley, but the gravity in this room is exerted purely by the man who walks in behind her.

His hair is white, beard gray-specked, but he’s well put together in a slim-fit navy-blue suit and black oxfords. One of those people who are encased in an aura of importance. Even if Tassinee hadn’t said anything, I’d know this is Professor Clarke, arguably the most powerful and influential person I’m going to come across in my life. The person who holds the keys to my every dream and desire: a position at the Institute, admission to a top graduate program, my name listed first on prestigious papers.

My spine straightens, and the boy next to me looks up at last.

“Welcome to the Elizabethan Institute,” Professor Clarke says, extending his arms. He glides to the grand piano and makes the instrument look like it belongs, the casing smooth underneath his spindly fingers. “Some of you already know me, but my name is Professor Clarke, and I am head of the Institute. You all must be excited. It’s no small feat to be here.”

Some of my peers flash him familiar smiles. I remember how Tassinee called him Clarke, and a prickle runs down the back of my neck.

“This is the most esteemed life science organization in not just the country, but the world. You will be guaranteed positions at top research programs and build connections that other scientists can only dream of, but this can be achieved through other avenues. What will you take from here that you cannot get anywhere else?”

You could hear a pin drop when he answers his own question. “Power.”

Something lodges in my throat.

“Why do you pursue the life sciences? This is a question you all answered in your applications. A desire to change health care, to investigate a question or nebulous matter that fascinates you and keeps you up at night. Some of you have personal reasons; others are motivated by a thirst for knowledge. One of you even said that science is the closest thing you’ve ever felt to magic.”

“That’s a stretch,” Tassinee mutters a little too loudly.

“Is it?” Professor Clarke asks, rather genuinely.

The blond girl clears her throat. “Metaphorical arguments aside, it doesn’t seem far-fetched, especially with all the inexplicable things happening in the city. Flower blooming patterns are off; some of the animals are plain weird. Didn’t you hear about the cat-sized squirrel they found in the botanical gardens last week?”

“I’ve seen no pictures or other evidence,” Tassinee replies dryly. “Besides, even if that report isn’t just gross exaggeration, the explanation is a simple combination of climate change and evolution. More food, fewer predators, a rapidly arriving winter.”

Not sure if any of those explanations account for a dead bird moving, but I’m not about to bring that up right now.

“It’s a difference in perspective,” Professor Clarke says. “I liked that answer because I agree. What is science if not magic? They are two sides of the same coin. Even evolution, Ms. Yang, is magical. The constant endeavor for survival, the ability for us to adapt—it’s a miracle, don’t you think?”

It would sound absurd coming from anyone else, but from Professor Clarke’s lips, it drips with inevitability.

“You’re going to disagree a lot, but you all have one thing in common,” Professor Clarke says to the hushed room. “You want to change the world in one way or another. Not just anyone can do such a thing, leave an indelible imprint on our Anthropocene. But because of where you are today, you can.”

It’s undeniable, the electricity in the air, the magnetism that he weaves into his words. Suddenly, the mansion does not seem so strange, the raven a secondary thought. It’s as though I’ve stepped over the threshold into a world of secrets and influence and possibility. It’s ineffable, the velvety warmth that comes with being on the inside of something. I’ve craved this my whole life. My parents almost kept me from it in the name of my health, but I’ve never been as complete, breathed more easily, than I am right now.

He smiles and meets my eyes.

I almost smile back.

“Now.” He claps. “It should come as no surprise that this is not going to be any ordinary program, and our expectations will be what some may call unreasonable.” More laughs, and my shoulders ease. I’m here. I did it. “At the end of this quarter, one of you will be selected to join us here, at the Institute.”

There it is: the life-changing grand prize. Hunger gnaws my belly, an animal that demands its due place. The boy next to me turns his attention back to his lap and a flare of annoyance ripples through me. He hasn’t even turned the volume off; it’s low, but I can hear commentary running.

“Wait,” says the blond girl. “You’re deciding at the end of this quarter? Aren’t we here for a year?”

Professor Clarke nods. “Correct, Windale, we’ll get to that. But if you’ll all follow me, I’d like to start with a tour.”

I’m shuffled toward the end of the line trailing Professor Clarke. The Man Twins are in front, followed by Windale and Tassinee. Phone Boy lingers behind, and I’m suffering trying to listen to the tour while the game commentary plays like a distant radio outside my bedroom window.

“We’ll skip the residences, or as we like to call them, the domains.” Professor Clarke chuckles, pleased with himself, and Tassinee looks over her shoulder at me and pretends to gag. I try not to laugh. “You will have weekly exams and your standings will determine who gets to join the Institute’s board meetings, which will take place every other week. There is a midterm in week five and a final in week ten.”

My breathing steadies. This is standard, expected. Professor Clarke stops at the end of the hall. Behind him is a door labeled RESTRICTED.

“You’ll also be performing exploratory research in teams, and a proposal based on what you learn will be due at the end of this quarter.”

Oh no. Not teams.

“The chosen student will execute the team’s proposal at the Institute through the end of the year while the rest of you proceed with coursework. You will continue having networking opportunities, of course.”

But he may as well be speaking another language. No one’s paying attention to the consolation prize, and my stomach’s doing backflips. Group work is the worst part of academia, and I don’t want my prospects to rely on someone as unserious as Basketball Guy.

“Upstairs you’ll find meeting rooms and the library,” Professor Clarke says, gesturing at the stairwell.

My memory catches on the words. You should check out the library, the girl had said. I resist the urge to race upstairs.

“And downstairs is our lab, where we’ll head after our demonstration.”

“Demonstration?” Maccauley asks.

Professor Clarke gives us a thin-lipped smile. “Yes, Mr. Loughlin. It’s time for the real work to begin.”
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Professor Clarke unlocks the RESTRICTED door with a fluid swipe of his card. We move in single file, greedily taking inventory of the empty vestibule connecting the student section of the mansion to the employee areas. An unmistakable sound rises from behind the closed door on the far wall.

Voices.

“So there are more people here,” Windale remarks.

“Of course,” Professor Clarke replies. “But all our staff remain in restricted zones.”

He goes on about janitorial and cooking personnel hours, but I stop listening when the door swings open, and we’re catapulted into the retrofitted part of the mansion, the true Institute. A few scientists in lab coats congregate down the hallway, and a couple other people in business attire march toward their destinations with an intent I’d hate to interrupt. But they all halt upon our entrance, and it’s like a hot, bright spotlight flicks on above our heads.

I fight the urge to sidestep behind Tassinee; I am one of the students, and I deserve to be here. Instead, I crane my neck, looking for the girl from this morning to no avail.

“Come on in,” Professor Clarke says impatiently, ending our strange standoff. He’s off to the side, holding a door open for us. As we stream in, one of the scientists branches off from her group and walks toward us. Her hair is swept back in a long ponytail, revealing sharp features set around piercing green eyes. As I pass by Professor Clarke, he says to her, “Thank you for doing this on such short notice.”

I briefly take in our new room. It’s small, with a long, curved wooden table set with glasses of water and chairs. They face a podium, and I imagine this room’s usually used for private conferences. I angle my body to get a better view of the adults.

The woman scoffs, arms folded across her chest. “Couldn’t she do it instead?”

Professor Clarke shoots her a sharp look. “You know we’ve had trouble with her engagement recently.” He scans our cohort, and I look away, remaining attuned to the conversation while Maccauley drones on about something obnoxious. “I asked her to stay home to manage the press reports on that flock of herons, and we will address matters at the next board meeting. Just give them the presentation.”

Then, louder, he adds, “Everyone, please take your seats!”

That exchange sounded like lab politics, which is none of my business, so naturally I’m more set on getting the Institute position than ever before. And what flock of herons? My mind skates back to the raven. For a moment, I consider whether the press isn’t simply at their wit’s end with this place. If there’s something more to their inquiries.

Phone Boy knocks into me, disrupting that train of thought. I yelp, stepping aside for his ridiculously tall body as he squeezes past me to a seat. No apology—he didn’t even notice that he barreled into me. Fuming, I drop into the closest chair, right at the end of the table.

The lights dim and the whole scene reminds me of familiar classrooms, but something odd happens with my peers. Maccauley leans forward. Windale’s eyes gleam. There’s a palpable rush of anticipation, and I know that they’re as present, as here, as me, and in this one, rare moment we’re on the same wavelength. Professor Clarke yields the floor to the woman.

“Hi, everyone, I’m Dr. Marks,” she says. Gone is any sign of her unhappiness at being here. She’s cheery and vibrant, her tone several octaves higher. “I’m so excited to talk to you all about our work.”

The room was already quiet, but the hush is static now, singeing my skin. Dr. Marks smiles knowingly. “You’ve all signed your NDAs, so let’s get to it, shall we?”

NDAs? I’m about to raise my hand and say that I haven’t signed anything when the screen behind her turns on and fills with an image that looks … wrong. It’s a chemical structure—two nitrogen rings make up the core of something I’ve looked at many, many times, but that’s about as far as the familiarity goes. My hand drops.

“Can anyone tell me what this is?” she asks.

Silence.

I let out a whisper of a breath. At least it isn’t just me.

“Is it adenine?” Not-Maccauley ventures uncertainly.

“Does that look like adenine to you, Bishop?” Windale mutters.

“Do you have a better guess?” Bishop shoots back.

“Not adenine,” Dr. Marks confirms, interrupting the impending argument.

“It’s some kind of a purine,” Maccauley says with more certainty.

“Close!” Dr. Marks says. “But—”

“So I say adenine, and he says purine, and he’s close?” Bishop says, looking disgusted. “He basically stole my answer and removed specificity.”

Maccauley huffs. “Relax, we were all thinking it.”

We were all thinking it—it’s hard not to. The chemical structure has pyrimidine and imidazole rings, like adenine and guanine, but it’s not either of those purines. I study the number of nitrogens, carbons, and oxygens, count the lines drawn between the elements, and I’m sure of it … something about the bonds is off.

“It’s a nitrogenous base, but not one we know,” I blurt out. Everyone turns to me.

“Yes?” Dr. Marks prompts. “Elaborate, please.”

I’m shaking a little—I don’t enjoy speaking in front of people, and especially not a group like this one. But Professor Clarke gives me a nod of encouragement and I point at the image, anchoring to specific points of the chemical structure to soothe my nerves.

“The fused rings are similar to what we find in DNA purines; however, there are more oxygens, which make it more similar to xanthine or uric acid. But there’s something about the number of bonds that looks wrong. If this were to exist, it would open up an unpredictable bonding pattern with other compounds. Frankly, I have no idea how it would work.”

I squint at the screen. The more I look at this structure, the more it resembles a wrong answer on a multiple-choice exam.

“That’s the closest answer yet,” Dr. Marks says, sharing a tight smile. “This is a nitrogenous base, but not one you know. And that’s because we made it here at the Institute.”

“What?” Maccauley asks. I sit back, stunned that this strange, perverse creation actually exists.

Professor Clarke takes over. “This is zenedine. Or as some of the staff affectionately call it, the magic base.”

There’s that word again—magic—and this time it sends a chill up my spine. It sounds pretty and idealistic, the whole “science is magic” spiel, but the reason I love science is that it’s a path to find answers. To dispel magic. Looking at zenedine feels like the world around me, which I believed to be built on concrete scientific principles and logic, has turned out to be made of sand.

Professor Clarke launches into a brief overview of nitrogenous bases, a building block of RNA and DNA. “Theoretically, much is possible in the world of microbiology. We could render tumors benign, enhance crop production, cure disease. The keys to life would be in our hands.”

“Zenedine is that key,” Dr. Marks says. She flicks through the slides and we lean forward, each image harder to believe than the next. “Zenedine is a shape-shifting nitrogenous base. It is exceptionally difficult to produce, but with it, we’re able to create any RNA strand that we need with little to no error.”

“That’s impossible,” Tassinee murmurs. For the first time, she looks completely engrossed. Even Phone Boy is gaping at the screen. I’m frozen in my seat, swamped in disbelief. This supersedes the ironclad laws of science, twists them into something I can barely wrap my head around, and blows the doors to research wide open.

“This is what your research will be built around,” Professor Clarke says. “Zenedine.”

The next hour passes in a daze. Dr. Marks and Professor Clarke show us snippets of ongoing research, but they remain tight-lipped about how they developed this miracle molecule. Dr. Marks does share that they’re going public with zenedine soon, which explains the lack of discretion. We’re only a little early to the news.

By the time the presentation concludes, my head is spinning with possibility, and I wonder if everyone else is lifting out of their chairs like I am.

“You sure all of that didn’t go over your head, Jaden?” Maccauley asks, looking over as Professor Clarke escorts Dr. Marks out the room.

Jaden—Phone Boy—ignores him, quietly pulling his phone back out of his pocket. Is he watching sports again? After that presentation?

Tassinee groans. “Stop being a dick.”

Maccauley sniggers, and a sense of unease sweeps through me. Their conversation carries a hint of familiarity I wasn’t expecting. “Just teasing, Tass, come on. We’re all here ’cause we’re smart. No one’s gonna have any trouble keeping up, are they?”

“We’ll be fine,” Windale says. “Mom said kids from our schools tend to do well. It’s the other ones who struggle.”

She tilts her head in my direction. I knew I’d be the odd one out, but do they all know one another already? Surely this goes beyond the mysterious welcome packet Tassinee mentioned, which I still have to ask Professor Clarke about, but no amount of preparation would stop Windale’s words from creeping under my skin like a second, rotten flesh. I want to scratch it all off.

Maccauley loops his arm around Windale’s shoulders. Okay, they’ve definitely met before. “Come on, play nice. Community service looks good on your résumé, you know.”

I stiffen. “Then spending time in your company should put us up for the Nobel Peace Prize.”

They all turn to me, stone-faced. Bishop is the first to crack a smile.

“She bites back,” he says slowly, like I suddenly got a lot more interesting. “Maybe we should do a little experiment on you. See if we can turn off the gene for sass.”

I tuck my shaking fingers under my legs. “Not how that works.”

“Doesn’t it?” Bishop asks, looking around at our deathly quiet cohort. “Pretty sure I read a paper on serotonin transporters and laughter. Think about it—we could use zenedine to help you find your sense of humor. It would be groundbreaking.”

Is that supposed to be funny? I wasn’t expecting a warm and fuzzy cohort, but this is like being tossed into a borderline-threatening old boys’ club. Except it’s a bunch of nepo babies who like to joke about human experimentation. My head buzzes, fighting for some kind of witty retort, but I’m tongue-tied and flushed.

“No one’s laughing, Bishop,” Tassinee says smoothly. “Might be your humor that’s the problem.”

He makes a mock show of hurt, clutching at his chest. “Not you too.”

She maintains an impressive glare, but I can’t think past my numb extremities to appreciate her sticking up for me. Maybe we should do a little experiment on you. Those words conjure the sterility of the doctor’s office, of cold steel scopes pushed down my throat, of being handled like my body belonged to anyone but me. I know I’m overreacting, that Bishop’s just being an ass, but his comments feel insidious after the presentation we had. And instead of intervening, Professor Clarke is watching with a bizarre smile. Like we’re a rare specimen presented on a slide.

My chair screeches as I get to my feet, and it isn’t the blood rushing to my head that’s making me dizzy. “I need water.”

Never mind that my glass is half full. Each step I take shaves an inch off my height, but I need space from these vultures. I fill my glass to the brim at the nearest water fountain and down the entire thing. I can do this, I tell myself, refilling the glass, taking care so that water doesn’t slosh over due to my shaking hands.

I’ve always been good at lying to myself.

Professor Clarke is going over the syllabus when I hustle back to my seat. The heady antagonism has dissipated, like it was a fever dream. Then Maccauley turns and winks at me. I clench my fists, turning my attention forward.

“No classes this week. Use the time to brush up on basic coursework and prepare for the first test,” Professor Clarke finishes.

A low cheer sounds from my right. Jaden’s glancing between his lap and Professor Clarke, surreptitiously turning the volume down. Unbelievable. I’ve worked myself to the bone to get here, now bleeding in a cage of sharks, and he’d rather watch sports than pay attention for a single second? Before I can reconsider, I knock over my glass of water, sending it spilling over the table and into his lap.

He yells, pushing his chair back so hard his phone drops to the ground. Everyone turns to look at us.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, fluttering my hands. “I was reaching for my water.”

Jaden glares at me as he shakes his phone, water flying off it like a wet dog.

“This is actually a good reminder,” Professor Clarke drawls. “No phones will be allowed within the Institute. Please hand over all personal devices.”

There’s a wave of groans across the room. Professor Clarke moves around, collecting phones. Jaden swears, wiping his screen against his pants.

“I don’t have a phone,” I tell Professor Clarke when he gets to me. It’s rotting in a trash can, miles away.

He smiles approvingly, then turns to Jaden, who’s looking at me like I’ve grown another head.

“Jaden,” Professor Clarke says.

Reluctantly, Jaden drops his phone in Professor Clarke’s hand. Once he’s out of earshot Jaden whispers, “They don’t like liars here at the Institute.”

I bat my eyes innocently. “Good thing I’m not one.” I pat my flat pockets. “They don’t like people who can’t pay attention either.”

Jaden scoffs. “Some of us are capable of multitasking.”

“Research has equated multitasking to a similar IQ decline experienced by those who don’t sleep,” I retort. “It’s quite literally cognitively inefficient.”

“You must be fun at parties,” he groans. “I was almost done with the highlights.”

There’s no way I heard him right. “Are you telling me that wasn’t even live?”

“Since the two of you have a head start on this, why don’t you begin?” Professor Clarke says, and Jaden and I freeze.

“I’m s-sorry?” I stutter. I meant what I said—I can’t multitask—so I missed whatever was said while arguing with the distraction next to me.

“A debate,” Jaden says grimly.

A what?

“Correct, Mr. Abrahms. I’m glad one of you was paying attention,” Professor Clarke says. “My favorite first-day activity to get you warmed up. And you two are up first.”
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There’s water dripping from Jaden’s pants when he stands up.

Professor Clarke leads us to the front of the room to stand on either side of the screen. My throat constricts and I’m fairly certain that when I talk, all that’ll come out is a squeak. I hate public speaking. I hate speaking, period.

“I know many of you may not be accustomed to theoretical debates or presentations just yet, at least not in your science classrooms, but it is a critical skill that you need to hone,” Professor Clarke says.

“Communicating scientific ideas both to your peers as well as the layperson will be required at every stage of your career. Here, we encourage dialogue on current issues to contextualize your work. We’ll start with something broad, a conversation that has long loomed over the Institute. A point of contention when it comes to how the public sees us, one that will resurface when we publish our research on zenedine. How much transparency do we owe the public when it comes to the work we do here?”

Someone sucks in a breath. Everyone is rapt, like the professor holds invisible strings tied to our consciousness.

There are strange things happening everywhere you look—in this building, in the forest.

The girl had to mean this. Zenedine.

“Is this about the stuff we were talking about earlier?” Bishop asks. “The rumors?”

Professor Clarke nods. “Indeed. That’s why I’m glad we kicked off the conversation already. You’ll find those reports are often a response to the way we handle publicizing information. When people don’t have all the answers, they enjoy coming up with tales.”

I want to ask about the raven and the rumors, which are more suspicious now that I know about zenedine. After all, it’s a “magic base” that could mutate DNA if its insertion were butchered. The faculty was so secretive about zenedine’s origin … maybe these strange creatures resulted from genetic experimentation required to create zenedine.

Professor Clarke gestures to Jaden and me, reeling me back from diving headfirst down that rabbit hole. “The position: ‘The public deserves a voice in our scientific research.’ Please choose a stance.”

You know what they want to see most? the girl had said. If you can keep a secret.

If there’s one thing I’ve gotten really good at, it’s sniffing out a test.

“For,” Jaden says, at the same time I spit out, “Against.”

Professor Clarke’s face breaks into a grin. “That was easier than expected. You’ll have five minutes to organize your thoughts, then we’ll get started.”

They say a minute can feel excruciatingly long when you’re doing something painful, but time warp unfortunately works the other way around too. You could tell me the five minutes of preparation was actually five seconds, or five hours, and I’d believe you. Professor Clarke gives us notecards, and Jaden is hunched over his, scribbling furiously. The paper in front of me is as blank as my brain. I’m certain this pen will slip out of my sweaty fingers.

“One minute left,” Professor Clarke calls.

I need to write something, anything, down or I’m going to look like a blubbering goldfish. My arguments come out in a surge of anger and frustration.

“Time!” Professor Clarke says. He’s perched on the edge of the table, knuckles rapping against wood. “We’ll start with opening arguments, then move into something less structured. I want this to be free-flowing, a true discussion, so don’t be afraid to step out of your comfort zone. We are here to push you.”

On that not-at-all threatening note, he points at me. My heart sinks to the soles of my feet. “You first.”

I peel my tongue off the roof of my mouth, will my hand to stay still, then begin reading robotically off the card. “We have all spent hours in the lab, poring over texts and numbers until our brains can no longer make sense of what is up and down. Research—good, rigorous research—can take years to complete. To understand the work is an exercise in patience. Yet we entertain the idea of letting just anyone come into this space, and dictate the direction we take?”

My voice is breathy, shaky; our voices sound different to us because of bone conduction, and I can only hope for my sake that evidence of my anxious nerves is filtered out for everyone else. Professor Clarke is smiling; Maccauley is nodding in agreement. The knot in my chest loosens. The girl this morning was giving me a hint, and I can sense the litmus test of my response turning positive.

I continue, “While I understand the importance of transparency, it is not the place of the layperson, with little to no knowledge of the work, to interfere with how we operate. Imagine the paths constricted before even given a chance to breathe. The stones we leave unturned because of misguided fear or anticipated mutiny. Animal research is contested, but we wouldn’t have medicine without it.” I’m thinking of the strange girl, the research she’s a part of. The immense funding this Institute receives. I know people will disagree, but sometimes the ends do justify the means, and it takes a certain kind of person to see the bigger picture. A certain kind of person to be in this room. “Public opinion, in the case of science, is a disease.”

“Thank you, Aarya,” Professor Clarke says, and warmth blooms in my stomach. A hint of a smile drifts to my face. “Jaden, your response?”

Jaden’s rubbing his chin thoughtfully, and from this angle his nose looks crooked, like it’s been broken in the past. I focus on the tiny imperfection, and the clear tension threaded through his jaw. I almost feel bad for him.

Almost.

“As a fellow scientist, I understand Aarya’s respect for the scientific process, and more importantly, the need for this work to be given the space to blossom. We all know that scrutiny can be stifling; diamonds may form under pressure, but human beings often crack. Why then should we allow it into our space? The answer is simple,” he says. “Because we don’t just want to be scientists. We want to be good scientists. And good science has always been married to society.”

I can’t deny it—he knows how to speak. There’s an easy confidence to his manner, a natural charm. Windale is hanging on to Jaden’s every word. The others are nodding along. Only Professor Clarke’s face is inscrutable.

“I could stand here and talk about all the reasons that Aarya’s argument is flawed. Henrietta Lacks. The Tuskegee syphilis study. The stories we hear in classrooms today to demonstrate the dangers of divorcing science from public scrutiny, but you all know this already. I’m here to tell you this—it’s too late to argue the position of the layperson in science. The money for our research comes from the public. We are here today at the expense of public schools, hospitals, Medicaid, libraries, and drug assistance programs. The work we do is in political propositions and bills. The fact that the Institute is here, in San Francisco, is inherently political. We are a melting pot of visions and ideals, and we are here in this city for this reason. This debate is moot.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

Jaden says, “You don’t have an argument, because your side doesn’t exist. It’s theoretical at best, and a waste of our time.”

I’m utterly confused. It’s like I’ve been swinging fists, while Jaden’s left the fighting ring. Professor Clarke watches carefully with the same eerie amusement.

“But where do we draw the line?” I ask, setting down my useless notes. “How do we deal with opposing needs of different parties?”

This is why I like science. Oh, there is noise, but it’s not the tangled mess that exists outside the lab. It’s a forest, and with the right tools, you can find your way through the trees.

“That’s a good question,” Jaden replies calmly. “But we just learned of a miracle molecule. Don’t you think we’re smart enough to figure it out? Does your research matter if it doesn’t help?”

Yes, I want to yell, but I can’t. I’d be called cruel and selfish, as if that’s a bad thing, as if you don’t need to be selfish to survive. In some ways, morality is the antidote to curiosity and revolutionary progress. Professor Clarke intervenes, saving us from further discussion.

“Brilliant work, you two,” he says. Then he delivers the worst verdict I could have imagined.

“I think I would like you to be on the same team this year.”



I’d rather die than work with Jaden, but apparently I have no choice. I’m fighting back tears—both from annoyance and embarrassment—as we leave the restricted area after the debates, filtering into the tucked-away dining room on the first floor for lunch. The table has been set with six chairs and is plated with delectable, steaming-hot food. If only I had an appetite.

Windale pulls up the chair to my left while Tassinee situates herself across from us. Each time she slips into my periphery I’m struck anew with the sense that we’ve met. Between her disquieting familiarity and the nauseating knowledge that I have to work with Jaden for at least this quarter, I can barely focus on the rest of the debates. By the end of the session, I give up on piecing things together, chalking up my déjà vu to a girl from middle school who looked a lot like her. I look down, focusing on the spread.

There’s salad greens, juicy roast chicken, cut carrots, broccoli, and scalloped potatoes. Across the table is a large bowl with some kind of vegetable soup that smells divine. Everyone busies themselves with filling their plates, and it dawns on me that this is the first time we’ve been left alone. The tension is suffocating.

“So, should we do proper introductions?” Windale asks, as though she didn’t spend most of her debate not so subtly dropping hints about her prestigious high school and her mom, who happens to be a world-class virologist. Classic. She went up against Tassinee, but unlike Jaden and me, they aren’t being forced to work together. “I know some of us have met but not all—names and schools, maybe? I’m Windale. I went to Lanceton’s Academy.”

As each person answers, the rest of the table hums with recognition, somehow aware of an inner circle of feeder schools. No wonder they all know each other.

“Maccauley Loughlin,” says Maccauley, and his full name rings a bell. Maccauley’s dad is the CEO of one of the largest biotech companies in the area.

“All banter aside, I enjoyed your presentation at the conference last year,” Bishop offers.

Maccauley scrapes his fork against his plate. “The joint one with Stanford? Yeah, I think precision health should be the foundation of our company’s vision.”

“They paying you enough for all this PR you’re doing?” Tassinee asks.

Maccauley groans. “Let it rest, Tass.”

“Wait.” Windale snaps her fingers at my housemate. “I know you. You aced the APs when you were eleven. You were in the news.”

“That’s me,” Tassinee says, immediately filling her mouth with chicken. The revelation is so jarring, I barely appreciate the evasion tactic. Tassinee is the third member of my unhappy little team with Jaden, which means I’m going to be living and working with a prodigy. Wonderful.

“I took the APs young too,” Maccauley says.

Bishop sniffs. “Yeah, so did the rest of us.”

“Well, some of us were busy with other things,” Windale argues. “I spent my summers in Tanzania, working with children living with HIV.”

Here we go again.

“Did playing doctor finally get your mom to pay attention to you?” Maccauley says with a dismissive snort. “We can all go spend time with kids in Africa.”

Windale’s ears turn red. “But you choose to spend yours doing far better things, don’t you?”

There’s a bite to her question that sends the temperature of the room shooting up. The revelations continue: Bishop’s published brain research, Tassinee’s international science fair victory, the grades skipped, and the dazzling industry connections. It’s not the résumés that I’m caught off guard by, but the amount they know about each other. They’ve read one another’s papers, watched their presentations, followed the organizations they’ve started. It’s a study in competition.

“We haven’t gotten through everyone,” Maccauley says, hushing everyone with raised hands. “This is my roommate, Jaden. His brother plays professional basketball.”

“He also published research on West African gene mapping,” Tassinee adds casually. Jaden lets out a low mm-hmm, and I swear he’s chewing slower.

Windale perks up. “I did read about that. We should talk more; I have some ideas from my time spent in Africa—”

“Tanzania is in the east,” I interrupt, unable to take more of her.

The room goes unbearably quiet.

“Ah yes, the kid from the charity school,” Windale says. There’s a clink as Jaden knocks his cup of water against his plate.

“I was the annual instructor recommendation,” I say calmly.

Every year, public school teachers nominate a student for the program. Not everyone has the money to attend schools that support groundbreaking research, or to organize trips to Tanzania. The one path into this room for kids like me is through pure dedication and hard work, to grind themselves to the bone until someone takes notice, and that person asks someone else to take notice, and so on and so forth until Professor Clarke pays attention.

I got them to pay attention.

“How charming,” Windale says, turning away. “So, the position they offer at the end of the quarter. Do you think it’s legit?”

There’s no one-upmanship around me, no need to assert superior intellect or accomplishment. My throat shrivels like a dry prune, and thankfully no one’s looking as I prod angrily at my limp salad greens.

“Why wouldn’t it be legit?” Maccauley asks.

Windale picks at her manicured fingers. “Well, you heard about what happened with that girl one year. I forget her name.”

“Oh right,” Maccauley says, shifting uncomfortably. “But I don’t think she was a student. She was part of the research, and the position we’re being offered is as part of the team.”

Everyone’s nodding, and I’m devastatingly out of the loop. Just ask them, my mind screams, but my ego will not yield. A girl who was part of the research … could they be talking about the girl from this morning?

“Only one way to find out,” Windale smirks, popping a piece of potato in her mouth. “Whoever gets into those board meetings is bound to get some answers. I have so many questions about zenedine and their milestone project. Can you imagine the scope of what you could do with it?”

In this one tiny area, I agree with Windale. The wonder at the Institute’s miracle is nearly enough to cut through the bitter taste in my mouth.

“How much do you think we’ll get to work with?” Tassinee asks. “I know Clarke said there’s no limit to our ideas, but it’s a restricted resource. Dr. Marks said it’s hard and expensive to produce.”

“They’ll tell us in time,” Bishop says. “Guess we’d better get to work. Can’t believe the first test is next Monday.”

“What did you expect, a nice little ramp-up period?” Maccauley remarks.

Bishop scowls at him. “You’d need one, wouldn’t you? Your dad didn’t arrange all those tutors for nothing.”

Maccauley snorts. “Feeling threatened already? It’s an ugly look on you.”

“Hey, hey,” Windale says, interrupting whatever venom Bishop’s about to spew. “It’s day one. Let’s relax, okay?”

“Plenty of time for us to kill each other,” Tassinee deadpans, forking at a piece of carrot. When no one laughs, she looks up, aghast. “I was joking.”

But everyone looks uncomfortable, and the rest of lunch has only the lightest smattering of conversation. We’re all sizing one another up, guarding our prospects like dragons with treasure.

I only wonder whose claws will come out first.



We’ve been given the rest of the day to explore, so I wander through the first floor, while everyone else heads down to the lab. I don’t want to deal with my cohort, but I do need to talk to Professor Clarke about my parents. I’m hoping he can contact them for me, tell them I’m okay. I go downstairs, noting the clean, white-walled hallway and herringbone flooring, a stark contrast to the area around the common room. The first floor is intended for dreaming, filled with embroidered wallpaper, painted floors, and warm carpeting, but down here we’re cutting to the chase. I follow the trail of voices, past a row of sleek black office doors.

One is ajar, so I slip inside, taking in the large desk and cabinets, the Sharpies organized next to a whiteboard wall, and the blinking computer lights under a black-screened monitor. I’m pulling out empty drawers, snooping, when a conversation bleeds into my space.

“… you’ll be told more about the assignment later today.”

I stand up straight. That’s Clarke’s gravelly voice, right outside.

“The one involving Sofia?” replies someone familiar.

Maccauley? Consider my interest piqued.

“You don’t need to worry about Sofia,” Clarke replies, in a way that intones he’s feeling a little snappish. One day and I can read him so well. “Trust that you’ll get the information you need, all in good time.”

It takes me a minute to realize they’re alone out there, and that this isn’t a part of the orientation I’ve had the bad luck of missing. Maccauley and Professor Clarke are speaking in hushed, brusque tones, while my brain is on the fritz. Who the hell is Sofia? And more importantly, what information? I’m standing dead center in the room, too afraid to move in case they hear me.

“You’re all so secretive about her,” Maccauley whines. Someone really should tell him it’s extremely unflattering, even if he’s a blond six-foot-tall dollar-store Clark Kent. “Even my dad won’t talk about her.”

“Your father is an intelligent man,” Professor Clarke responds. He’s given up his composure, disseminating orders. “Your team will be debriefed along with everyone else, and if you follow our instructions, the position will be yours. Keep your nose out of the Sofia business, and you’ll be in good…” Their voices drift away, along with the echoes of their footsteps.

The position will be yours. Clarke laid that out so casually, and it’s a punch to the chest.

Maccauley’s clearly got a level of access to Professor Clarke that I can only dream of, a level of trust I could never earn. And apparently this means his victory is predetermined. All because of his dad? Old boys’ club indeed.

This is what I have to contend with, a battle I’ve lost before I’ve even gotten a chance to try. It’s been so obvious since the moment I arrived: in the familiarity my peers share, their education, their lives. I want to break something. The computer glimmers, but I bite down on my knuckles instead.

Focus on your breathing, my mother would say. Screw that. My teeth cut above the bones of my fingers, and the world splatters into streaky stars. This building that seemed too large for comfort is quickly growing claustrophobic. I race up the stairs and burst out into the awaiting Presidio.

The summer sky is starting to darken, ink drops in a bowl of water. I could go left, which leads to the residences, or I could go right, deeper into the woods. I want to get away from people, to get lost for a moment, so it’s hardly a decision when I head right and off a beaten trail. I don’t realize I’m crying until I wipe my cheek and my hand comes away wet with tears.

There’s a sharp squawk, murderous. I nearly fall into a bush evading the bird that soars right past my ear. A raven, which lands on the boughs of a tree. Its head cocks in my direction. It’s not the same raven as earlier, obviously, but its obsidian eyes ring familiar.

Something hits my head.

I yelp, spotting a circular object plop on the mud in front of me. A fruit, maybe? But when I pick it up, I realize it’s not a fruit. It’s a silver-white marble.

“What the—”

Another squawk, and the raven flies away. I peer up at the branches to see where the marble could’ve come from when a structure catches my eye.

A tree house. Only a hint of the slanted roof is visible from down here, but there’s a tree house on the broad branches of this oak tree. It’s so absurd, so fantastical, that I don’t give myself a moment to question it—and climb.

Too impulsive, my mother chides. It will be the end of you.

When I nearly slip and fall for the third time, I almost think she’s right. But while she doesn’t see it as a strength, my bullheaded will usually means things get done.

Shoulders aching from exertion, I heave myself up onto the platform.

I have to duck to avoid hitting my head against the low frame. This place is small—maybe two or three people could fit, but it would be snug. Still, it looks lived in. There are blankets rolled and tucked into the far corner, faded art on poorly tacked-on paper, and even a baseball bat leaning against a short footstool. It smells floral too, but I don’t see any trees blossoming. Upon further inspection, the place is clean, empty of cobwebs and dust. The wooden platform, blotched with shadows of overhanging branches, creaks as I trudge about.

The girl mentioned strange things in the forest, but I wasn’t expecting this. While I’m a fair distance from the school and the residences, this is still within the Institute’s private property. From up here I can see the peaks of the fence that surrounds campus, a threatening barrier of iron that warns away visitors. Who was this place made for, and who’s still using it?

I study the art for hints, but it’s mostly innocuous; six pieces of paper plastered on the back wall, pencil drawn and very much juvenile. Five of them are standard—mountains fringed by flocks of birds racing past a rising sun. Another shows an ocean, fish dipping beneath swirly waves. There’s one with people, a child and parents, if I were to hazard a guess. They’re holding hands and smiling long loopy grins. The other two are abstract, endless curves and spikes, repetitive doodles, the product of boredom. It’s the last one that’s strange. It’s just one stick figure, but the half beneath its waist has been ripped off. There’s no smile, just a giant speech bubble.

It’s empty, though. The person in this picture isn’t saying anything.

Sometimes children’s drawings are so creepy. The sun dips, and the temperature plummets with it. I need to get back to the residence before night falls—there’s far too much to do for me to be wallowing in the woods. Our first test is next Monday, and I’ve barely looked at the syllabus or given thought to the research project we’re supposed to design. I need to read up on zenedine, this mystery with no precedent, to even start the assignment. Though why bother when I’m already so far behind?

Because this anger’s poisonous, and if I’m not careful, it’ll make things worse. Institute position aside, there’s so much at stake. The board meetings, the research, the connections, they’re all keys to a future I’ve only dreamed about. I’d get into any school, probably with a full ride, and the lab and papers would easily follow. The world unfolds like beautiful origami, every crease a new path forward. I’ve been starving for what the others have had in abundance. They don’t realize the kind of fight I have in me.

Reinvigorated, I get ready to climb down when something on the first piece of art catches my eye.

The sun’s hitting the paper at an angle, revealing faded lines. Something is written on the back.

I can’t help it. I pull off the art and flip it around.

There, in capital letters, is the word THEY’RE.

They’re?

The other art comes off and I turn them all over. Six words stare back at me, arranged in a clean line.

THEY’RE NOT TELLING YOU THE TRUTH
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I drop the papers like I’ve been burned, but the tips of my fingers remain icy.

The light dims, like someone’s palmed the sun, and the knotted branches of the tree seem to swell. This is ridiculous, I am being ridiculous, tiptoeing along the edge of panic over a few nonsensical drawings and a vague note that could be meant for anyone. This was probably a prank, and what I deserve for wasting time in the deep parts of the Presidio that we’ve been advised to avoid. It’s going to get dark soon, so I shakily make my way down the tree and back to the residences, vowing to leave this part of the woods alone.

The woods, however, don’t leave me alone. Even my room smells like dank parts of the forest and I toss and turn, replaying the events of the day. I power walk to the Institute the following morning, studiously avoiding looking at the trees while trying to erase the drawings from my memory. This dread grows heavier during a quiet breakfast and subsequent morning meeting with Professor Clarke, after which we disperse for independent study and group work. All I can think as I open the door to our team’s meeting room is whoever designed the interior of the Institute had murder on their mind.

The walls are painted bloodred. At least the jarring color is softened by the floor-to-ceiling shelves and the large walnut table that stretches across the room, its thick legs pressed firmly into the dark gray carpeting. It’s very dungeon-meets-burlesque-club, equal parts uneasiness and excitement as I try to shake memories of the creepy raven and ominous tree house message.

With the preliminary assessment next week and our research designs due before our midterm, Professor Clarke thought it beneficial for us to, and I quote, “learn to take initiative and exert autonomy over your education.” At least I got a chance to ask him about my parents before he left this morning. He looked bemused but assured me that he’d let them know I was okay, so that’s one thing off my plate.

“Okay, so we’ve got two tasks at hand,” Tassinee says. She’s perched on the table, stocking-clad legs swinging in the air. “The zenedine exploratory work, and then the research proposal that we’re discussing with Clarke in a few weeks. Where do we want to start?”

“The first feeds into the second,” Jaden says. He’s sitting as far from me as humanly possible, veiled in the dark corner near the door. “We need to understand what zenedine is and how it works before we come up with a research design.”

“Agreed,” I say, pulling out a sheaf of papers from my backpack. My teammates look mildly confused as I place the stack next to Tassinee, who starts leafing through it. “Which is why I drafted our exploratory methodology yesterday.” When I couldn’t sleep after coming back from the tree house, but they don’t need to know about that. “It’s comprehensive. We’ll use a variety of techniques to measure zenedine properties in different environments. I’ve included standard variables like temperature, but it’s also important to see how it shifts in different vectors—”

“What part of teamwork doesn’t register in that head of yours?” Jaden asks through gritted teeth.

I swallow my impending, inconveniently timed yawn. “I thought it would be better to get this out of the way, so we can spend time on the proposal.” And I don’t trust either of them with handling a pipette, but that’s neither here nor there.

“I’m not complaining.” Tassinee sets down the papers. I don’t think she read more than a sentence, but she’s grinning ear to ear. “Less work for me.”

“Let me guess,” Jaden says, dripping with disdain. “You have a pitch idea for us too.”

“You know me so well already,” I say, getting to my feet for flourish. “It’s still fairly broad because until we understand zenedine better, we don’t know limitations or opportunities, but I think we should aim for something on the global scale. Something high impact, high reward. I propose conducting a soil assessment to identify microbes primed to improve crop production. We can use zenedine to genetically modify—”

“No,” Jaden says, cutting me off.

I purse my lips. “Excuse me?”

Jaden cocks his head and it’s ridiculous how someone’s simple body movements grate on my nerves. “I said no. This is a team project, and we have veto power. I veto this.”

“We do not have veto power,” I argue, looking to Tassinee for support. “And you didn’t even hear me out.”

“Quite frankly, I don’t care,” Tassinee says cheerfully. “You two can figure it out.”

“We’ll be here all year,” I protest.

“Take this as an opportunity for growth,” Jaden says. God, I can hear his smugness. “You have the collaborative spirit of a two-year-old.”

“You can take your collaborative spirit and shove it up your—”

“Oof, the temperament of a two-year-old too,” he says, smirking victoriously. I clasp my hands behind my back to hide how much they’re shaking. I’m in an elite science program, and I don’t need to resort to his childish behavior.

“Why?” I ask.

“Why what?” he returns.

“Why are you vetoing my idea? If we have veto power all of a sudden, we need to provide adequate justifications,” I say.

“Because it’s boring as hell,” Jaden says, throwing his hands up in the air. “We’re here to do something great, and you want to play around with soil bacteria. The genetically modified crop business is being done. Think bigger, for crying out loud. I was expecting more after your entitled tantrum at the debate.”

Of all the insults he could have thrown at me, I was not prepared for boring, and it hits me square in the chest.

“What brilliant ideas do you have up your sleeve?” Tassinee asks him.

Jaden says, “I recently read an interesting paper on ancestry and gene expression. They basically hypothesize that West African ancestry could be tied to varying gene expression, which in turn may explain some of the diseases that disproportionately affect the community. With something as powerful as zenedine, we could develop precision health tools to aid in this area. I’ve got the background for this because of my prior work. The Elizabethan Institute has done a lot for white people, and it would be cool to focus on an underserved community. Impactful, even?”

“Veto,” I say immediately. Jaden’s expression falls.

“Did the quality of his idea matter or were you prepared to veto it regardless?” Tassinee asks.

It’s brilliant, but I’m going to admit that over my dead body. I force a calm exterior, prepared to project unflappable confidence in my pitch, but the truth is, I’m unanchored. Jaden’s boring accusation echoes, and his idea elicits the sense of inspiration and impact that I’d wanted to bring to the table. Hell, if Tassinee had proposed that, I would’ve been on board, but there’s no way I’m going with what he says. I can already see what’ll happen—we accept his pitch, then he dictates the research design and takes over the entire team.

If Maccauley messes up, Jaden would be a lock for the offer at the end of the quarter.

There’s absolutely no chance I’m risking that.

I jut my chin out. “You’re the one who said we have veto power.”

Jaden has the audacity to look annoyed. “You know my idea’s good.”

I say nothing.

He scoffs. “I had to get stuck with the biggest curmudgeon—”

“All right, all right,” Tassinee says, jumping to her feet before I can lunge at him. Her arms outstretch as she steps between us. “I did not sign up to play peacekeeper, okay? We’re not going to agree, so let’s do this. We have our check-ins with Clarke in a few weeks. We’ll do our coursework research together but you two can work on your own individual proposals. We’ll let him decide which one we develop.”

My face is heated, the floor practically vibrating under me from the amount of anger flowing through my veins.

“That’s a great way to avoid doing any work of your own,” I snap.

Tassinee shrugs. “Would you rather the three of us work together?”

“No,” Jaden and I say at the same time.

Tassinee hums happily. “Well then. Let the best idea win.”



I’ve never been more intent on defeating anyone, including the time I got in a silent standoff with a kid in the neighboring hospital bed to see who’d get more lollipops from our nurse. Nurse Malik loved being buttered up and I’m awful at compliments, so if I won that, I’m definitely beating Jaden.

Despite my determination, coursework pushes its way into my immediate line of sight. I underestimated how much we have to learn for our first assessment, which covers topics ranging from microbiology and genetics to chemical-structure naming. Three days before the test, Professor Clarke throws a curveball at us with additional materials: acids and bases, chemical reactivity, and for some godforsaken reason, thermodynamics.

Of course, people protest.

“But this is years’ worth of coursework,” Maccauley says.

“Why is physics on here?” Windale laments.

“This is going to suck,” Tassinee mutters under her breath.

I’m inclined to agree, but my chest is too tight.

Professor Clarke is unbothered. “Let me remind you that this is not your high school. You were chosen because you’re supposedly the best in the country, and I advise you all start working to meet those expectations, or you can pack your suitcases.”

The room erupts once he takes his leave.

Windale’s voice soars across the room. “J, didn’t you say you aced o-chem? Can we study together today?”

She’s leaning over Jaden’s arm, her hand possessively resting on his bicep. He flashes her an easy smile, and the sight of people falling all over him is grating. He doesn’t need his ego pumped; it could already fly a hot-air balloon.

“Weren’t you going to dinner with your mom?” he asks.

“She canceled,” Windale says flatly. “I’ve got nowhere else to be.”

I tune them out as Tassinee walks over.

“What if I get on my knees today?” she asks.

I bite back a smile. She’s been trying to get me to join the others for dinner, but I’ve turned her down every evening. She’s a tolerable roommate, if you asked me at knifepoint, minus the sheets of weird artwork she leaves strewn across the dining table. Regardless, Tassinee has slotted right in with the cohort. I don’t know if she’s clueless or doesn’t care, but the same can’t be said for me. Maccauley’s looking at me like he’s thinking of exactly how he could make dinner as excruciating as possible.

Besides, there’s too much work to be done.

“Maybe if you backed my proposal instead of Jaden’s,” I tease, feeling smug when Jaden stiffens. He doesn’t look around, though, laughing at something Windale says.

Tassinee gives me a disappointed smile. She wants to remain neutral, like an appendix. Useless, until she decides to make it a problem. “You’re sneaky. I like it. Anyway, see you at home.”

Home. It’s not what our two-floor residence, a.k.a. Eukarya, feels like. Not with furniture that looks like it’s been picked out of Mom’s magazines, or the single bathroom with Tassinee’s hair shed all over the tiles, or the tundra that I sleep in every night. Tassinee called dibs on the ground-floor bedroom, leaving me with the upper floor, which smells like something died in it. I haven’t been able to find the source of the stench, so I leave the window open, letting in a freezing-cold draft from the bay. I nod as she makes her way to Maccauley.

“Wanna head out?” she asks him.

He slings his bag over his shoulder, and all of a sudden I’m alone in the classroom. Everyone’s coupled up like a cozy little electron pair: Tassinee and Maccauley, Windale and Jaden, Maccauley and Bishop. That would make me the unstable, reactive one. Fitting.

As Professor Clarke described, the library is upstairs and to the back of the mansion, and it’s a testament to how swamped I’ve been that I haven’t come up here yet. There’s a bronze plaque on the outer wall that reads: In omni scientia. There is knowledge in all. 1776 is inscribed underneath the quote, the year the Institute was founded by Dr. Harrison Plymouth. Plymouth created the first vaccine ever for zolopox, a rare, extinct infectious disease, and laid the groundwork for the more well-known cowpox vaccine discovery, kicking off the Institute’s formidable legacy.

You don’t belong there, my dad’s voice says, unprompted, even though he’s never uttered those words to me. Come home, he adds, and this I can remember him saying countless times. Come home, stay home. My lungs shrivel at the memory, and I cough into the crook of my elbow, cursing as a pressure builds in my sinuses. Did I take my pill this morning? I can’t afford to get sicker here.

The girl from the first day feels like a hallucination, but her parting words linger.

You should check out the library.

It’s exactly how I’d imagined, except better. The marble floor is an oak-and-cream checkerboard, bordered by mahogany shelves filled with books from top to bottom. The ceiling is high vaulted and covered in a magnificent fresco, an ivory backdrop decorated in earth-toned swirls. From where I’m standing, it looks like a distorted DNA helix, with base pairs fragmenting off in different directions. A heavy wooden table with ornate legs stretches across the center of the library, stocked with velvet cushioned chairs tucked neatly underneath. As I make my way down, I notice study desks inserted behind the fluted pilasters segmenting the bookshelves. It smells like fresh leather, heady and omnipotent, like even the scent of this place is meant to stimulate my brain. I twirl, marveling at the details and the sound of nothing but my heels tapping against the smooth floor.

Hadn’t that girl said something about looking in the pages? I scan the library sections: biochemistry, neuroscience, developmental biology, fiction, half overwhelmed by the amount of material and half disappointed. The library is beautiful, but nothing unusual, and I can’t be expected to go through all of these books. It’s not like I was expecting a neon sign saying HELP FOR AARYA, but my gut pinches as I realize that maybe she’s led me on a wild goose chase. The pain in my head builds, and I rub the bridge of my nose for relief. The throbbing dulls, and when I blink away thick tears, a book catches my attention.

Its crimson leather cover sticks out against the beiges and grays around it. EPIGENETICS is inscribed above the section. I slip it out, and something falls on my feet.

A folded-up note.

I push the book back and get to my knees, noting that the parchment is thick. Maybe these are a past student’s notes, or something else forgotten and intriguing. I smooth out the creases, trembling. Needles prick the back of my neck, the cool sense of premonition that knows before I do that this is something meaningful.

You never know what’s hiding in the pages.

No one apart from us, Professor Clarke, and the occasional cleaning-staff member enters this side of the mansion. Grocery deliveries and kitchen staff reside in the restricted parts of the Institute, since they serve everyone, not just us. With bated breath I unfold the note, then deflate as I read:

LEO GOES GER

Redox reaction notes, now repurposed as a bookmark, if the uneven tear along the bottom edge is any indication. I flip over the note, adrenaline settling, when I see tiny words crammed in the right bottom corner.

If you want to win the research position, meet me by the tree house Friday at midnight.—S

The tree house. The words on the art. This is all so strange, too coincidental for me to take in. And what Friday? Friday is today, but without a date, this is meaningless.

Someone clears their throat and I nearly jump out of my skin.

Jaden is at the entrance, his book bag over his shoulder, frowning. I probably look like I’m mid-crime, kneeling on the floor, jaw hanging agape over a piece of paper, muscles so tightly wound that I bounce up like a hare staring at its death in oncoming headlights.

I slide my hand behind my back. “What are you doing?”

He doesn’t miss a beat. “Had to get in here before you claim the entire library for yourself.”

Damn, I thought he went to dinner too, but he’s intent on being a pest. His glances at my concealed hand. “And to make sure you don’t burn the place down. What’s with your face?”

So much for acting calm. “It’s an allergic response to your presence.”

Jaden tuts. “If only it were anaphylactic.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I say. “You’re more like an annoying mosquito bite.”

He rolls his eyes. “Okay, seriously, truce for a few hours? I don’t know about you but I’ve got a ton to get through.”

“Yeah, all that flirting would set you behind,” I mumble under my breath.

“Excuse me?” He’s pulling up one of the chairs around the center table.

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” I say louder, tucking the note into my back pocket before heading toward the private desk in a corner far from him. The note monopolizes my attention, and not even my annoyance at Jaden can override the knot of nerves in my belly.

Somehow, I manage to get a little done, but my thoughts drift back to the note as each hour passes by. Others come and go, but when the sky tints, only Jaden and I make it to the end. At eleven, he packs up his things, yawning loud enough to wake an entire building.

I study the note after he leaves, like it’ll reveal a different meaning to me when I’m alone.

I can’t shake the feeling that this note was meant for me, and I have a sneaking suspicion as to who it’s from.
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It’s definitely past midnight when she finds me.

The moon is a thin sickle and every surface is cast with light moondust, a dim glow that reveals the world in shadows and texture. Apart from the leaves crunching beneath my weight and the low melody of insects chirping, it’s deadly quiet. My pulse pounds between my ears in a steady admonishment of my poor decision-making.

Which is why it’s strange how I don’t hear her approach.

“Is walking around in the Presidio in the middle of the night grounds for expulsion?”

“Oh my god,” I yell, doubling over. A sharp pain lances my chest, forcing a round of wet coughs that rattle my rib cage. It’s the girl from my first day, shrouded in darkness, but her voice is distinct. The subtle smell of tulips rises around us.

“Seriously, you should pay better attention to your surroundings,” she says. “Are you okay?”

“You said there are things hiding in the pages.” I’m still trying to catch my breath. “Did you leave that note for me?”

“Why don’t you draw your own conclusions?” She takes off on a trail that shoots off the main paved path, deeper into the woods.

“Where are we going?” I catch up to her brisk pace while trying not to trip over forest debris. “Not the Institute.”

“The Institute,” she confirms.

“You did leave that note for me,” I say. “Why do you need me here?”

“I didn’t leave it for you,” she says obstinately. “I left it for the first person to open my favorite book. It happened to be you.”

“Why?”

“Why did you come?”

I take back every single time I asked my parents for a little sister. This is awful.

“Do you ever get tired of talking in circles?” I whisper angrily, as if there’s anyone within earshot. Still, it feels too quiet, and I swear there are eyes on us. It makes my thoughts louder—particularly the ones that reprimand me for walking into the Presidio for some kind of advantage in this program.

“Because I need help.” She comes to a stop. We’re in a patch of the forest not entirely canopied, and she’s illuminated by the night sky. She looks different from last time, but I can’t pinpoint why. Her hair is swept back in a braid, leaving her face clear and focused. Her knit sweater is oversized, hanging above her knees. She pushes her sleeves up and rubs her arms. I’m not sure if it’s a trick of the light, but there’s a dark, bruise-like coloring around her right elbow.

“I’m going to need more than that, given we’re acting like robbers about to case the Institute,” I say. “What’s with your arm?”

She tugs her sleeve down abruptly. “I ran into a door.”

“You don’t expect me to—”

“I’m working on a project,” she interrupts, her face assuming a level of seriousness that would make you think she’s a PI, and not a toddler assistant with an overinflated ego. My working theory is that she is the kid of a scientist, and they’re letting her think she’s involved. “Supersecret, high-profile, probably will be in the news soon.”

Kid or not, she has more of an in than I do. This project has to be about zenedine. A part of me is still stuck on how it was made, among a thousand other questions. But her gaze is unnervingly vacant, hand still lingering above her hurt arm. It surfaces a long-buried memory of when I’d hit my knee so badly I could barely put weight on it. I can’t even remember how I hurt it, but I lied to my parents, makeshifting my own knee brace and limiting movement in front of them so they wouldn’t make me stay home. They weren’t thrilled at how hard the library was to get to, how often I was there. I wonder what this girl’s library is, what she wants so badly.

“About zenedine?” I prompt, calling a temporary ceasefire.

She freezes. “They told you about that?”

“Yeah.” I veer for an opening to ask my questions. “Not hard to imagine that’s the center of all their work, but they haven’t told us much about its development.”

Her brow smoothens. “Well, yeah, it involves zenedine. But they’ve been freezing me out recently. I thought we were making progress—some real headway on testing its efficacy for this use case, but they told me they need me to sit out of this next phase. It doesn’t make sense, because I’m … critical to the next phase. And something feels wrong.”

There it is—that same unsettling feeling I got when I first met her. She talks like she’s older, fully convinced of her value to this research.

I can’t keep the skepticism out of my voice. “You’re critical?”

“Yes.”

If she’s critical, then I’m the next head of the Institute.

“What’s the project then?” Let’s see if she can even describe it.

“I can’t tell you that,” she says. “Yet, anyway.”

“That’s convenient,” I scoff. “It sounds like you’re making shit up, you know? What’s there to hide if I already know about the core molecule?”

“That’s only half of it.”

“Well, if you won’t tell me, then why would I help you?” I’m struggling to keep my voice down and half inclined to walk away. She’s clearly bored out of her mind and there’s no reason to get tangled up in her escapades.

“Aha, now you’re asking the right questions,” she says, flashing finger guns at me. “Because once I figure out what’s happening, I can help you with your research design. You can cater it to the project and make your work invaluable.”

This stops me in my tracks. She leans in, so close I can feel her breath hit my cheek. “Won’t it be good to beat out those snooty peers of yours?”

“That’s cheating,” I say. I know how that sounds, but integrity means something to me. It always has. Formulating a hypothesis with prior knowledge of the Institute’s top-secret work is wrong.

The girl snorts. “It’s not cheating. It’s taking initiative. Do you think it’s cheating when the others roll up here with their expensive tutors and feeder private schools?”

She continues, “None of them would turn me down and you know it.”

They wouldn’t, but I’m still uncertain. I’ve always felt the need to earn any advantage I’m given. What have I done to deserve this? Shown up early to the first day of classes, forcing our meeting? Picked up a book because it looked pretty and happened across a note from a girl with all the answers? There’s far too much fate and fortune at play here, and neither deity has ever been on my side. That they happen to be now makes me incredibly suspicious.

She blows a strand of hair out of her face. “Look, I don’t have time to waste. I told you to check the books on purpose, because I don’t need to meet the others to know what they’re like. I knew it the day we met, that you’d make more of a difference than them. I want to help you, and I’m hoping you can help me too.”

It’s earnest, at odds with her blasé disposition, which I’m beginning to understand is concealing a real sense of despair. I remember what she said the day we met—that she was made to be here. It’s how I’ve felt these last few days, this sense of rightness, despite how awful my cohort is. And even though I don’t know her, the fire in her eyes, burning with purpose, feels kindred. There’s something about this moment that feels important. Critical. Like the world could shift if I don’t make a decision, like the branches of this tree will never again meet.

All I have ever wanted is to matter.

“What do you need me to do?” I ask, forgoing regret. Maybe the misfortunes in my life have added up to this reward, reinstating balance where there has been none.

She gleefully surveys the hulk of a building, which looks as despondent as an abandoned shed in this ungodly hour.

“Tonight, I just need you to stand guard.”



“Exactly how many times have you done this?” I hiss.

I’m reluctantly being led around the back of the mansion, the girl’s grip tight as she maneuvers us along the branching path. This mansion is long, the modified extension like a warehouse containing all the parts students aren’t allowed to enter. The night smooths out the wooden overhangs, but as we weave through the trees, dipping closer to the building with each step, I make out the crescent tops of the half-radius windows lining the upper level.

“Enough to know the camera’s blind spots,” she says, coming to a stop toward the back of the mansion. She tugs my hood over my head. “Just in case.”

“I’m not sure a hood will be enough if we get caught.” I adjust my hood so the fabric doesn’t obscure my vision. Panic creeps into my body like a late high tide. When we’re a few feet from what appears to be an unremarkable side door flanked by two narrow windows, she pushes my head down and drops to her knees.

“Crawl.”

“This is all way too much,” I object, but she’s already wriggling her way toward the low bushes sitting sentinel by the door. Damn the Institute position and damn this girl for dangling it over my head. I’m unbelievably uncoordinated as I try to follow her lead. “We don’t have the muscular contraction of worms to pull this off.”

“No, you’re just a bipedal, highly functional, and evolved primate,” she says dryly. She reaches the wall and twists onto her back before sliding up under the window. Her clothes catch in the protruding bush but she shakes free of its woody talons.

“Opposable thumbs aren’t doing me much good right now,” I say, huffing.

She gives me a wicked grin, and there’s a sense of connection that buzzes through the air. I haven’t experienced this before, this strange solidarity, and despite firmly believing that this is an awful idea, it sets my heart racing in a way that isn’t entirely unpleasant. “No, but they’re useful for this bit.”

With a motion that confirms she’s done this more times than I’d care to know, she gets to her knees facing the window and slides a black ID card into a small crack where the frame has come loose.

“Where did you get that?” I ask sharply, noticing that it doesn’t look the same as mine. A silver band runs across the top. Did she steal that from someone?

“It’s mine,” she says, her tongue sticking out the side as she jostles with it, and all I can do is gape as the window slides open with a soft click.

“Okay, you stay here and keep watch. If you hear any cars or humans, just tap on the window. I’ll be able to hear,” she instructs.

“What room—”

“I’ll explain later,” she says. “Stay.”

She’s gone before I can throw a tantrum. My skin heats at the command, like I’m a dog she’s training. I barely know this girl—this child—and she’s turned me into an accomplice to some sort of crime already. I remind myself that I’m quite literally allowed to be here at any time of day. Well, maybe not when I’m crouched under an open window, with a hood masking my identity, all for the promise of a leg up in this program. This better be worth it.

Something hisses over my shoulder, and I clap my hand over my mouth. It’s a thick vine dangling down the side of the window, waving with the breeze. Still, I swear the vine is growing longer, twisting over my chest. The plant’s cold leaves poke under my hoodie and scratch my bare hip. I brush the vine away, steady my breathing. This is not the time for an overactive imagination. I’m mapping out the little I’ve gathered about the Institute’s floor plan to figure out which hallway I’m near, doing my best to ignore this protruding plant, when the ticklish susurration against my skin shoots up my torso. The leaves latch on to my body, their teeth-like blades sinking into the soft matter of my belly. I bite down on a scream and hack at the vine like a mad chainsaw killer. It’s sticking to my clothes, my arms, strangling my chest, and I’m on the verge of a panic attack as I roll as far from the wall as possible.

Stay here—over my dead body. Before I can talk myself out of it, I slip through the window, the frame hard against my stomach. In what is possibly the least graceful break-in, I lose my balance and fall forward, arms outstretched to break my fall while my legs remain propped up in the window. I’m terrified that someone will see me like this, but I’m concealed in an alcove. Stifling a groan, I swing my legs down and pull up my hoodie, trying to look at my distended, heaving stomach. It’s too dark to tell, but it looks unblemished, and the itchy sensation has given way to adrenaline. Surely I didn’t imagine that?

Forget keeping watch—I’m going to find this girl and tell her I’m out.

I stick my head into the dark hallway. Looks like there’s a door close by, and another one a couple of feet down, but details blur past that point. She said to knock on the window—that must mean she’s somewhere here, I think.

Acoustics? Not my strength. I make it exactly ten steps when I hear footsteps.

Panicked, I slip into the nearest room. I don’t know what it is and I can’t risk turning the lights on, but there’s a desk against my fingers, so I duck under, pulling my knees to my chest.

The door clicks.

The light flicks on and someone sighs.

Another set of footsteps.

Who in the—

“I know we’re here to discuss business, but I need a drink,” the first person says, and my limbs lose sensation. Professor Clarke. He’s here, in the middle of the night, with—

“You know I’ll never turn down a drink, Hector.”

The voice is like a glass splinter that’s been removed, familiar enough to cause me pain, but the source is out of reach. Is it a staff member? Someone we met at orientation? It doesn’t sound like the woman who presented to us … My head throbs. Seriously, I can remember complicated biological reaction cascades in great detail, but I can’t place a whole human being?

Goddammit.

“This is my office,” Professor Clarke says. I’m in his office? I search frantically for excuses, anything that would explain why I’m hiding, but I must have evaded sight just in time because the conversation flows uninterrupted.

Two sets of shoes appear under the table. Black oxfords that belong to Clarke, and black heels with bloodred bottoms. A mystery woman. Her shoes click as she follows him around the table and toward the books.

“A secret entrance?” she asks. “How very mysterious of you.”

“Some childhood fantasies don’t go away easily,” Professor Clarke replies. “I had to indulge myself a private, hidden library. I must say, it’s useful to have a space the students cannot stumble upon.”

The woman laughs politely, then clears her throat. “So the latest on the subject has been promising,” she says. “But our control variables have been tampered with since the incident.”

There’s a heavy pause. “Yes, the incident,” Professor Clarke says. “You know, we never considered integration as a possibility because of all the unknowns, but given the results, I’m inclined to continue this in following trials.”

“Are you really?” the woman asks. “It’s starting to feel … I don’t know. Not right? The way it ended last time was hard to digest.”

Professor Clarke tuts. “You’re losing sight of the end goal here. Come—let’s continue this inside.”

The pressure in the room is unbearable. There’s another low groan as shelves shift, and their feet disappear behind the wall. I’m paralyzed by emotion, unsure of what to do. I want to know more—need to know more—but the office must be soundproofed, because I can’t hear anything. Cautiously I crawl toward the bookshelf.

A hand falls on my shoulder and another claps over my mouth.

“You dipshit,” a voice whispers in my ear. It’s my unclaimed partner in crime. “We need to get out, now.”

The carpet is rough against my knees as I half crawl and am half dragged outside the room. She’s got a surprisingly strong grip on my collar, and I’m one second away from telling her to keep her hands off me when she releases me. “Run!”

And we do. The Institute is haunting at night; our footsteps echo while shadows dance around us. Bits of moonlight peek out through the thick curtain of San Francisco fog, and clouds turn the ornate gold wall framings a pale gray. My heart is pounding so hard I’m not sure if someone’s chasing us—Professor Clarke, maybe, or the woman in his office. If it weren’t for this girl, I wouldn’t know how to get out of the building this quickly.

To my relief, we’re back at the cracked window in a few minutes.

“You first,” she says frantically. She’s two seconds from picking me up with her frail arms and tossing me out herself. I slip my legs out first, and as my upper body turns to follow, she slides something into her pocket.

“Please tell me you didn’t steal top-secret government research.” I hit the ground with a hard thump. My hip is definitely going to bruise.

“My mother did always say my impulses would get the best of me,” she mutters. “Please don’t prove her right.”

“Do mothers have the same handbook?” I ask as she jumps down next to me. “My mom says the same—”

“Not now,” she hisses, shoving me into the bush, spindly branches lashing against my face. One of these things is going to poke my eye out. Her hand is over my mouth, and when she’s this close I smell her perfume—tulips, the same scent I detected when we first met. Voices drift above our heads.

“… keep a closer eye on her,” Professor Clarke says. “We need to put an end…”

We wait with our lungs pinched, and to my horror a familiar pressure builds in my chest. Oh god, not now. I don’t even have time to bat her away. Instead, I clap my hands over hers and press to muffle the violent coughs clearly intended to exorcise a demon inhabiting me. To her credit, the girl doesn’t look as disgusted as I would be.

“I’m so sorry,” I gasp. Beads of sweat dot my forehead. I’m mortified.

“Seriously, are you okay?” She wipes her hand against her sweater. “Have you gotten that checked out?”

“It’s just a cough and I have meds,” I say defensively. I literally went for a checkup before I left for the Institute. Or maybe it was a couple of months back? I frown, trying to recall the last visit.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

I give my head a little shake. Too many thoughts swarming.

“What the hell was that?” I gesture at the window above us.

She sags. “I’ll tell you later, okay?”

But that trick won’t work on me. I wrap my fingers around her ice-cold wrist.

“No, you will answer my questions right now,” I demand, failing to keep my temper in check. “What did I just hear in there? What’s the trial, the subject? You promised me help in exchange for mine, and I did my part.”

“You know, you’re reminding me why I’ve never gotten anyone else involved before,” she answers. “I was much better off on my own.”

Unbelievable. “You should’ve thought about that before you incriminated me.”

A bird chirps loudly, and we leap into each other.

“They’re so creepy,” she says, clutching my hoodie. The bird’s silhouette reveals a large screwlike bill that pierces the night. When it turns, its eyes glint red. In a flash, it flies away. Suddenly, the branches of this bush turn into thin bony fingers slipping under my clothes, skittering across my skin. I shriek, pulling up my sweater to fight off the skeletal hands, but there’s nothing there. The girl looks equally distraught, slapping the back of her neck, and together we crawl into the open.

“God, this place messes with you,” she says, sighing into her hand.

First the vine, now this? Everything that grows here is cursed. “Screw this, I’m going back to the residence.”

“No, wait.” She grabs my elbow. “Look, I don’t have the answers to all your questions, so you’ll have to live with what I give you.”

Okay, maybe the residence can wait, but I scooch away from any shrubbery for good measure.

“The trial involves zenedine as a basis for a therapy. They’re testing it on a subject with a rare illness,” the girl says. “It’s been ongoing for about a year now, to varying results.”

“Okay, but that’s not groundbreaking news,” I say. “Of course they’re running experiments. How does it concern you?”

She turns. Maybe it’s the shadows, but her features look pitted. My irritation at her hedging drains, because this expression doesn’t belong on a person who’s living and breathing.

“Because the person they’re running experiments on is me.”

For a moment, the world stills, but memories twirl threads of knowledge around my fingers. Because I know who this girl is. I’ve heard them talk about her.

“You’re Sofia.”
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I’m paying dearly for the late-night hijinks that left me more confused than exhilarated.

Sofia. It all makes sense now, after a paltry two hours of sleep.

Her strange role at the Institute, unnerving maturity, knowing the grounds like the back of her hand. The note signed off with an S. Maccauley and Professor Clarke’s conversation about her involvement with the research—Maccauley’s knowledge of Sofia at all, which is even more unsettling given what I’ve learned. I wonder if his dad accidentally let something slip, since Professor Clarke didn’t seem all that inclined to discuss Sofia with him. Doesn’t change the fact that Maccauley’s light-years ahead of me.

There’s no competing with such entrenched privilege, not unless I can even the footing. And, well, there’s no better way than going straight to the source. I went from thinking that Sofia’s completely senseless and dead set on getting herself, and probably me, kicked out of the Institute, to needing to know everything about her.

Not that she was willing to cooperate.

I’ll tell you more once I go through this, she had said stubbornly, patting the item she’d pocketed from our impromptu heist.

Where am I supposed to find you? I’d demanded. She’d smiled and told me she’d find me. I was pissed, tired, and so shaken that I didn’t have the energy to fight. I might have found someone more stubborn than me.

I stormed home after my pestering yielded no answers, determined to not let a girl with whimsical ideas drag me down with her self-destructive tendencies. What I need to be focusing on is memorizing the signaling pathways we covered in class last week. It’s been an avalanche of information; I recognized a few terms here and there, but I was largely lost—uncharted territory for me. And naturally, all this new material is on the test on Monday. Safe to say I will not be leaving the library this weekend.

I sigh into my coffee, savoring how the warmth from the cup cushions my cheeks. Studying in my room would’ve been preferable, but I still haven’t found the source of that rancid smell. It’s chilly in the library, and despite my lucky studying outfit (a tattered, oversized blue sweatshirt with THE FUTURE OF SCIENCE printed in black on the front, and thick, fuzzy red socks), I could use a blanket. I glance around for a thermostat and take in my peers; pretty much everyone’s here, roosting in various seating options. Tassinee’s the only one absent and she’s probably back at the residence working on an art series that, for inexplicable reasons, she wants me to name.

I’ve claimed my usual writing desk, feeling inordinately pleased that it’s clearly the best spot. One: There’s room for only one person. Two: You can hardly see anyone else from this angle. False sense of isolation, secured. It’s perfect for observing the creeping ivy that brackets glimpses of the bay through the window, wondering about the strangeness of the Presidio, about Sofia and what we stole. I’m going to look for her the second I get through this material, and this time she’s going to tell me whatever she knows about zenedine.

Only Jaden and Windale are partially in my eyeline. He was off somewhere most of the evening, but foolishly opted for the end of the long console table on my side of the library when he arrived an hour ago. Because he doesn’t have a fraction of the foresight I do, the empty seats next to him became an open invitation for anyone to sit with him. Which is why Windale is there, and her annoying questions are making me consider abandoning my perfectly optimal study spot. He should realize they’re distracting everyone and move, but I’m not sure he’s capable of multilevel thinking. I forcefully turn the pages of my notebook until I’m back at the beginning, but despite my superior focus abilities, traces of their conversation creep over.

“So olfactory receptors work like a lock and key,” Jaden is explaining to her. Windale leans over his arm as he draws in his notebook. “Specific receptors only bind specific odor molecules. When it unlocks, it changes shape, kinda like this. The signal goes all the way to the olfactory bulb.”

“Smell is so weird,” Windale moans. How insightful. “Why does it have to be this complicated?”

“Wait till you realize it’s not just smell,” I mutter, flipping the page in front of me.

“Excuse me?”

They’re both looking over. Jaden’s eyes drift down to my vibrant socks, visible between the legs of my writing desk, and his mouth tilts into an infuriating grin. The last thing I want is to engage, but it’s too late.

I fold my arms. “Olfactory receptors aren’t just useful for smell—they’re involved in various signaling pathways.” Which they’d know if they did any sort of reading outside of coursework.

“Interesting,” Windale muses. Her tone is as though I’m a child she’s entertaining with her time. “But they’re in our olfactory system, so that doesn’t make sense, does it?”

“No.” I abandon any attempt at being polite. “They’re found in other places. They’re like … chemical sniffers. They detect things outside of odor particles.”

Jaden’s leaning on his elbows, and I don’t like his know-it-all smirk. I make a mental note to never sit around these two because it’s a productivity black hole.

“Oh really? Like what?” he asks, lifting a glass of water to his lips.

I scour my brain for the paper I read a while back, when I was obsessed with smell. I rattle off, “Besides your nose, they’re found in your lungs, heart, blood, stomach, even your testes—”

Jaden snorts, and I hope water’s coming out of his nose. I smile sweetly at him. “You’re a scientist, Abrahms. Grow up.”

They’re quiet for the rest of the evening.



The next day is more of the same.

Outside the fog clings to the forest like cotton to a wound. I enter the library armed with caffeine and water, and as the hours tick down, it’s a familiar sight: me at my desk, whiteboard to my right, papers fanning around my left as I create my own vacuole of perfect chaos. Jaden has not learned from his mistakes and chooses to stay at the end of the table in my line of sight, pens neatly arranged next to his giant spiral-bound notebook. I considered moving, but he would know why, and I can’t let that happen, so we’re stuck as we are.

The test is tomorrow, and everyone’s cramming. Surprisingly, Windale is last to leave before the two of us, face flushed from the day’s work. Despite her exclamations about Jaden’s tutoring proficiencies, the week has taken its toll on her as well. Earlier today I caught her crying outside the bathroom. Felt a little bad too, but when I took a tentative step in her direction, she shot me the iciest glare and walked away. Not my circus, not my monkeys.

It’s midnight, the test is in eight hours, and I should return to my room. It’s hard to explain but sometimes I continue studying in my sleep, working through problems in my dreams. There’s only one thing stopping me, and it’s the boy across the library who shows no intention of retiring to his residence any time soon. We’ve gotten into an unspoken standoff this week, waiting to see who leaves first. It’s silly because I definitely spend the most time here—Jaden’s never around in the early evenings—but I can’t leave before him. The minute hand completes another round.

Click. Click. Click.

“Can you stop that?” I snap.

Jaden stops clicking his pen, his concentrated frown smoothing out. “Oh, I didn’t realize you were still here, despite your little red socks. They’re an eyesore, by the way. Normally you’re in bed at this time, aren’t you?”

My face grows hot and I tuck my feet under my thighs. “I left before you on one day.” I return to my notes. This damned citric acid cycle. “You make far too many assumptions with limited sample size.”

“Let me give you a piece of advice.” He leans back until his chair teeters on its back legs. “This clicking thing? Fantastic for retention. It’s all about kinesthetic memory, so when I click my pen during the test, all of this will come right back to me.”

“You should do an interpretative dance instead, see how Professor Clarke likes it when you whip out moves in the middle of the test.”

Jaden shrugs. “At least try it.”

I study his face, memorizing the crooked line of his nose and the curve of his lips. There’s a hungry challenge there. Intentionally, I look down at my paper, like I’m reading through my notes, then flip him off. “Not convinced that expressing my distaste toward you will bring back memories of the Krebs cycle, but that sure felt good.”

He laughs, then clicks his pen a few more times. “Thank me when your scores come out higher than expected.”

“Or not as good because you’re annoying the shit out of me,” I reply. “Can you be quiet? I’ve got a lot more to get through.”

He gives me a mock bow but, by the grace of the universe, falls into the silence I need to get through these pages. I’m not thinking when I do it; in fact I barely feel it when my pen reaches my mouth. I chew on the end, and before I know it, my mouth has pushed the back in to resound in a satisfying click. I don’t need to look up to see Jaden grin.



I wake from dreams of a dead raven, and for a moment I don’t know where I am.

My face feels strange and there’s a sheet of paper stuck to my cheek when I sit up. I peel it off, skin tender and raw, like all the blood in my body is right at the surface.

Light pierces my eyes. The quiet is blaring. And in a miserable moment of agony, it all comes rushing back.

The library. My notes.

Oh my god. The test.

Hurriedly I look at the mahogany wall clock. Eight fifteen a.m.

A sharp blade of terror slices through the taste of sleep, which sits heavy in my mouth. I’m so late and so screwed. Snatching a fistful of pens, I race out the door.

The test is in full swing when I barge through the entrance. Professor Clarke looks entirely unimpressed to see me there, panting at the doorway, still in my study outfit. He takes in my rat’s-nest hair and red socks and this is it—this is the real-life manifestation of the nightmare where you stumble, without any clothes on, into a room full of people.

“Nice of you to join us, Aarya,” he says.

I don’t know what’s worse, the walk to my desk, Windale’s and Bishop’s snickers, or Jaden’s smug face when I take my seat next to him. He’s the last thing I remember from last night; he must have seen me fall asleep, must have left while I was passed out on my notes.

“Sleep well?” he asks.

“You’re an ass,” I spit out.

“Language!” Professor Clarke warns.

I’m too angry to apologize, but it doesn’t matter, because the test in front of me is thick. An honest-to-god booklet, and a quick scan tells me that everyone’s already a few pages in. I’m reading the questions and my heart sinks. Words turn into earthworms, and meaning sinks into the swamp of my mind. Sleep clings to every inch of me; there’s buildup in the corners of my eyes, and the breath in my mouth is warm and gross. Time pricks into my skin, a pinching reminder of each moment lost, as if I weren’t already furthest behind. My resentment toward Jaden reaches a fever pitch. It’s all I can think of while he’s scribbling next to me, his cool confidence radiating while my pages remain empty.

The clock ticks and ticks, sweat trails down the side of my body, and when Professor Clarke calls time, it feels like the beginning of the end.

I refuse to let my pages go.

“Aarya, please give it to me,” but I cling to the edges of my booklet.

This is unfair, I want to yell, but it won’t make a difference. He walks over and reaches out expectantly. I instantly regret handing my test over. I should have burned it instead.

“Please stay back a moment,” he says as everyone gathers their belongings, and we all know he’s talking about me. Windale looks over her shoulder and smirks, like she knows this is my death knell. I avoid looking at anyone else as I wait, scraping the edges of my fingers until the skin around my nails comes off.

“I’m so sorry,” I say the moment the last lingering student leaves. I don’t even know who it is because all my attention is on Professor Clarke’s back. Disappointment wreathes his frame and my gut has been unplugged. I’m free-falling into hell.

“You’re meant to be better than this, Aarya.” When he turns, he looks more inquisitive than upset. “Why were you late?”

“I fell asleep at the library,” I say. “I was studying late, and I know I shouldn’t have, I should have been prepared regardless, gotten a full eight hours, set my alarm—”

He holds a hand up. “Enough.”

Professor Clarke walks up to me, close enough to reveal light wrinkles on his typically crisp shirt. There’s a desk preventing me from backing away. His hot breath assaults my face as he says, “You’re held to different standards here. You would do well to remember that.”

I was prepared for many things in this program: irritating classmates, a throttling curriculum, fiery competition. I wasn’t prepared to be on the professor’s bad side. Of all the people in my life, my teachers have typically seen the best in me—they’re the reason I’m here today—but I didn’t realize how important those relationships have been for validating my accomplishments, my worth, until now.

“I will,” I say shakily. “It won’t happen again.”

The smile he gives me is hollow. His hand lifts, and I’m seized by this bizarre, irrational fear that he’s going to strike me. I flinch imperceptibly.

He doesn’t notice. “Good.”

I leave with my head hung low. Back home, Tassinee is curled up on the couch, sketching in one of her countless notebooks.

“There’s a letter for you!” she calls as I walk by.

From who? I hope it’s not from my parents. Professor Clarke told me that he’d been in touch with them, but a letter isn’t their style. They’re more likely to show up in person.

“Where?”

“On the dining table!”

I’m not sure who else would be writing to me, or how they would know I’m here. The letter’s in an unmarked envelope with my name on it. No stamp, no return address.

Inside it is a thick index card, with two lines in red letters.

You sense it already, all that is wrong.

Get out.
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My new hypothesis: Someone in my cohort is trying to get rid of me.

It’s the only explanation that makes sense. The magnetism problems we’re working through in class continue to stump me, I can’t figure out how to vectorize zenedine mRNA without risking mutagenesis, my dreams are filled with red-eyed birds and tree branches winding around my throat, but I’m preoccupied by that damned letter stuffed in the back of my wardrobe. Best case, the message makes itself at home in my brain like unwanted vermin. Worst case, I freak out and leave the program. Whoever it is has vastly underestimated what I’m prepared to do to stay here, but they have planted quite the distraction.

The tree house note was one thing—an unfortunate coincidence I was willing to let slide. But this message was addressed to me, clearly intended to freak me out. The letter is the first thing I thought of upon waking, and it’s haunted me all the way to lab. Not that anything is going my way here either.

The thing about lab equipment is you can get the best of the best and still have a downright terrible time. Case in point—the compound microscope in front of me, which will not, under any circumstances, focus on the slide.

I sigh, the up-gust clouding the inside of my safety goggles. Around me, everyone else bustles around their stations, some looking through their probably functioning microscopes, while others take stock of the remaining equipment available to us.

Get out.

Get out.

Get out.

I give my head a hard shake, drawing a suspicious look from Jaden, who’s taking dutiful notes about his precise visualization, while I’m drawing up a mental list of suspects.

The only way to get rid of a problem is to solve it, and for that I need to collect data on the people around me.

Jaden occupies the prime spot, since I’m clearly his biggest obstacle here, but it’s been impossible to observe him. He’s almost suspiciously absent, only around in class and during late nights at the library. Nowhere to be found most evenings.

Then there’s Bishop’s comments during the zenedine presentation and Maccauley’s generally menacing demeanor. They toss out threats like candy on Halloween and know exactly how to get in someone’s head. I don’t know if it’s a twisted joke or some kind of psychological warfare to make me quit the program, but I’ve got to shake it off or get to the bottom of it.

I’ve been trying too—I’ve spent hours at the library, filing through books to see if other notes fall out. I’ve been hanging out near the restricted areas, taking long walks around campus in the hope of sighting Sofia. It’s been a reckless distraction from actual work, wreaking havoc on my body, making me double up my meds dosage (not recommended, but here we are). And it’s all been useless.

Today, we’re supposed to become familiar with the lab, learn where everything is kept, and “warm up” as we turn our attention to developing our experimental designs. Professor Clarke assured us that it’s not a test, but he’s leaning against the wall, watching us scuttle around like rats in a cage.

“I know they said this is state-of-the-art, but it sure seems like a lot of the stuff here is older,” Tassinee bemoans. She’s sitting on a lab stool, the momentum of her body swinging it in semicircles as she jots down notes in her notebook. I slyly peer over her shoulder; she deserves the majority of my suspicion given that she’s the one who delivered the letter to me, but I’m not sure she cares enough to chase me away. Besides her occasional comments about my unorganized shoes and strewn clothes, she’s persistently pursued some sort of a friendship. I’ve turned her down for a meal more times than I’ve eaten here, and she takes each rejection on the chin. It’s quite annoying, but these last few times I’ve been swallowing a yes.

Why couldn’t Tassinee have opened the letter? Then I wouldn’t be so alone in this mess, entangled with players who decided the rules of a game I’ve never played. My peers prior to the Institute were so unremarkable that I can’t even recall their names. I had one friend so long ago that her face is a blur.

The thing about being a sick kid is it’s really hard to make friends. And by the time my health stabilized, I’d already developed this intense drive to use every second to craft a legacy, something that outlasts me when I’m no longer around. One teacher called it “unhealthy,” but it’s the opposite. That purpose kept me company on the worst days, and I know I’ll have it when everything else falls away. No wonder Sofia’s bare-bones efforts at including me in her schemes had me feeling all kinds of unfamiliar emotions, but she’s dropped off the face of the earth. As always, it’s only me and my books.

Dejected, I glumly note that Tassinee’s handwriting is an indecipherable cursive. The handwriting in the letter could always be faked, but I can’t ignore the gut feeling that it’s not her.

Maccauley overhears her from his bench. “Apparently, we’ll have more advanced equipment available once we start our research.”

“But doesn’t that defeat the purpose of being here?” Tassinee asks. “Aren’t we supposed to do groundbreaking stuff using groundbreaking things?”

I’m not sure I’ve ever met anyone who’s taken an opportunity less seriously.

Professor Clarke walks over to us. “The giants before us did a lot of groundbreaking stuff, as you call it, with very, very little. If you want to join their ranks, you’ll look at what you have instead of what you don’t.”

“He sounds familiar,” Maccauley whispers to Tassinee as Professor Clarke departs.

“Tell me about it,” she agrees, then returns to doodling in the margin of her notebook. “But at least he isn’t texting me for updates every hour like she does.”

“Why are you even here if you don’t care?” I ask, turning my attention back to the microscope lens. The slide still won’t sharpen.

“Why are you here?” Tassinee returns.

“It opens up my entire future,” I say with disbelief. “How can you not be grateful?”

Tassinee looks thoughtful. “I guess I don’t think I owe the world all my time and talent.”

“You sure act like you owe the world nothing,” I reply.

“There’s a difference between contributing and sacrificing,” Tassinee says, a little bit heated. “I don’t care for the latter.”

This might be the most passionate I’ve ever heard her, and it catches me off guard. Her cheeks are pinched pink, and she certainly believes what she’s saying, even if I don’t. Sacrifice is synonymous with success for me—I didn’t get here by spooning out my work in easily digestible chunks. Her argument sounds nice on paper, but it’s only afforded to those with the privilege of never facing a closed door. Sometimes you have to get your knuckles bloody.

“I’m going to check out the incubation room,” Tassinee says, escaping the uncomfortable silence.

“Do you always have to be so judgmental?” Jaden asks as she skips away.

“What? You mean about her?” I return to my probably broken microscope. “I’m not judging. I’m just annoyed.”

He rests his head on his hand. Like everyone else, he’s wearing safety goggles, and the movement presses the frame deeper into his curly hair. The new angle reveals that the collar of his lab coat is standing up. Boy can’t even wear a coat right. “Does everything annoy you?”

“Yes.”

He hums, and the sound is incendiary. “Pity none of us have a focus in psychology. We could build our experiment around you and the physical and emotional toll of being constantly irritated. It can’t be healthy to be this high-strung.”

My spine stiffens. Jaden’s tone is lighter than Bishop’s, but I’m sick of being the butt of their callous jokes. They’re even more tiresome after meeting Sofia, whose prolonged absence is throwing me off-kilter.

“Pity I can’t streak you across a petri dish and leave you in the incubation room.” I glance at the door Tassinee’s hiding behind.

His face lights up. “Oh, but then I’d multiply, and you’d have so much more of me to deal with.”

“So many conversations, and none about work!” Professor Clarke calls, reentering the lab. I hadn’t noticed he was gone. The ensuing quiet is palpable because tucked against Professor Clarke’s body is a stack of papers.

The tests.

Professor Clarke smirks. “You can all come back down here in an hour, but it’s time for lunch and I’ve got results to hand back. Please make sure you dispose of your gloves and any other contaminated PPE in the appropriate biohazard container.” People start moving as he continues rattling off protocol. Coats are hung up on the coatrack, goggles come off, and I join the end of a steady queue behind Tassinee, who signs her name and time of exit in the lab registry. There’s anxiety in the air, low and certain.

“Can’t believe he graded them already,” Windale says, shuffling anxiously from foot to foot. She’s between Maccauley and Bishop, while Jaden’s in front of me.

“There are only six of us,” Bishop says, steering her forward with both hands on her shoulders. “Chill out, Winnie, it’s just the first test.”

At least someone else is as nervous as I am. She shakes him off.

“You’ve been moody all day. Is this about your mom again?” Maccauley asks, signing his name.

“No,” Windale snaps. “I just want to do well.”

The boys exchange a look. Bishop says, “Wonder if they’re going to prepare whoever is selected for the board meeting next week.”

“Obviously,” Maccauley says, sounding kind of aggravated. “Dad said it’s going to be a big one with many shareholders present. Lots of discussions on the Institute’s future, and you know: The zenedine work, their milestone project.”

Windale’s sour expression recedes into mild interest. My ears strain, but they walk away after Bishop signs his name. I will Jaden to write faster, while simultaneously hoping time stops functioning as is and allows me a little more preparation before I’m beat down by my score. I scribble my name as quickly as possible when I notice Jaden’s signature.

His handwriting looks a hell of a lot like the letter that arrived at my place yesterday.



I hate a lot of different emotional states, but suspicion has to be one of the worst. Suspicion isn’t content with you being stressed and anxious; no, it demands vigilance. Hypervigilance, even. I try to rationalize my way out of it—reminding myself that this is simply a lack of proper emotional processing, that the stress from the leadup to the test has taken its toll on me, that Jaden’s handwriting isn’t that distinct—but panic is one hell of a force, and the evidence is stacking up against him. It’s not even like this would be the first time he’s tried to screw me over. The dreaded test results currently causing a bead of sweat to run down the side of my body are his fault.

I sit opposite him in the common room and read into the smallest, most innocuous movements. He’s straightening the creases in his cream-colored long sleeve, pretending to listen to whatever Windale is saying in his ear. As always, she’s so close to him, her body flattened against his arm, but he doesn’t move away. A match made in heaven.

What if Jaden’s extended absences are to do with me? It’s a ridiculous thought, a small rational part of me knows that, but once it takes root, it’s impossible to curb. He could be involved in some kind of ploy to get rid of me. Windale might be in on it too. The room contorts; it’s like that nightmare in which your loved ones turn into monsters. These people aren’t my loved ones, but I did consider this common room a safe space. It isn’t anymore. Heads tilt together, conversations continue in hushed tones, and I’m certain everyone’s talking about me, in on a conspiracy that lies beyond my reach. My palms turn sweaty, and I break into a fit of coughing that draws pitiful looks. It reminds me of sitting outside my parents’ room as they discussed my future, without my input, the reins of my life snatched from my hands. And I don’t even have Professor Clarke’s complete attention. His disappointment from my late test appearance still stings, salt in the wound of my utter loneliness. I’ve never needed anyone, but I’d even take Sofia and her weird cryptic messages right now.

I need someone to tell me I’m not losing my mind.

Windale laughs, a tittering sound passing through the air like an arrow from a bow. Tassinee appears from the staircase and sits next to me. I didn’t realize she’d been downstairs that long. She strips the scrunchie from her hair, which falls long and straight down her shoulders, leaving a whiff of lavender in its wake. Lavender is calming, anchoring. It’s the linalool, it relaxes the muscles, inhibits inflammation, and maybe I need to use Tassinee’s lavender shampoo because it’s single-handedly keeping my nervous system from falling apart.

Then Professor Clarke walks in, rendering it all useless.

“The results of your first assessment were satisfactory,” he says. “This may be the brightest class I’ve had.” Everyone sits up a little straighter.

“If you did not perform up to expectations, good news is you get another chance next week. We will cover the subject matter tomorrow in class. I will advise that once we do, you take this very seriously. We are watching all of you.”

He’s looking straight at me as he says this, then starts handing out tests. I study everyone’s reactions as they receive their booklets. Smiles, some frowns as they flip through results. Jaden looks pleased, and I want to vomit. There’s no way I did as well as I could have.

I’ve broken into a cold sweat by the time Professor Clarke gets to me. The look on his face confirms my worst fears.

“Next time, don’t be late,” he says.

I almost pass out at the score. Thirty percent.

I’ve never gotten below a ninety in my life. It looks fake, that three, and my stomach roils with undigested food.

“Take these back, study your mistakes, and come back stronger next time,” Professor Clarke announces. I’m unable to tear my gaze from the paper in front of me, but I have to when he says:

“As for the top performer, who will be invited to the board meeting.”

I brace myself for him to call Maccauley or Windale.

He says, “Congratulations, Tassinee.”



The door slams shut behind me.

I throw my bag across my bedroom and collapse in bed before gagging violently into my sheets. What is this smell? These covers are not thick enough to mute the stench or smother me the way I want, blotting out all memory of the red 30% etched on the corner of my paper.

When I was five, everyone told my parents I was brilliant. Most children are told they’re cute, or funny. Their stories from toddlerhood range from quirky habits to ridiculously dangerous experiences that time has rendered hilarious. Mine are comparatively sad. Lots of time in hospitals, being shuttled between specialists’ offices, whipping out my perfect pronunciation of words like pulmonary and alveoli as a party trick. But at least I had that: my mind, my curiosity. And my parents fed my voracious hunger with all the books I could want. My immune system grew stronger with age, but I’ve never for a second been deceived about where my strengths lie. Without my intellect, I don’t know who I am.

The pillow is wet, cold against my cheek. I let the tears stream, salt collecting in the corner of my mouth. I flash back to the common room, to everyone exchanging their test scores, all in the eighties and nineties. I could’ve done better had I not gotten into a standoff with Jaden. Had I not been distracted by notes and tree houses and midnight heists that feel more like a fever dream than reality. At this rate, Jaden won’t need to send me creepy messages; the school will kick me out itself.

My nose is so stuffy I have to sit up to blow it, then my lungs decide to add insult to injury by hollowing out in a spurt of coughs. So much for these meds working. I stumble toward my wardrobe, searching for a towel or a handkerchief, trying not to breathe in this putrid air. As I victoriously pull out a pillowcase, a strange buzzing floats to my ears.

Where is that coming from? I shake my head like there’s water in my ears; my brain feels partially rearranged.

The buzzing intensifies.

My heart picks up a steady beat. The sound is coming from behind the wardrobe.

I drop the pillowcase and brace myself against the wardrobe to push it along the wall. Something cracks, and a murky liquid spills from beneath the furniture, followed by a swarm of black flies.

What in the world?

I jerk back, swatting the dark cloud that throngs around me and pierces my bare skin. Each bite isn’t painful, but the collective action is horrifying. I wave the insects out of the open window, hissing as small red pinpricks dot my forearms. I swear some got me on the neck as well. What kind of flies draw blood?

I faintly recall reports of vampiric bees in San Francisco, then shudder at the memory of the creepy plants around the Institute. It’s undeniable, the strangeness of every living organism around campus, and I can’t shake that it has something to do with zenedine. The rancid stench pulls me back to reality, where a foul liquid creeps across the floor.

My fingers latch around the back of the wardrobe and I pull it away from the wall. There, previously crushed between the furniture and wall, I see it.

My succulent is unrecognizable.

It’s in the same pot I brought it in, faded clay and chipped, marked by the passage of time. But the plant is rotten, dead as it gets. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen an indoor plant at this stage of decay. It’s almost fascinating, but the smell—god, has this been the smell all along?—is too much for me to give it more thought. I reach my socked foot out and pull the pot out from its place, wrap it in the pillowcase, and carry it outside.

The house is quiet. I head down the stairs and out the front door after slipping on sneakers. My heels press down on the backs and I can hear my mother yelling at me to put them on properly, but I ignore her voice, because there’s something about this situation that’s making me queasy.

Outside, I empty the pot, and my breath comes a little easier.

How did my plant end up back there, stuffed away? I’ve always been so careful with it, ever since the succulent-pot-decorating event at the children’s hospital. But now that I think about it, I don’t remember where I put it; I don’t even remember seeing it when I first moved into my bedroom. I’d been so wrapped up in everything going on that I hadn’t noticed one of my very few belongings was gone.

And then there’s its condition. I’m no plant expert, but I’ve abandoned this succulent for months at a time.

How did it die?

The timing doesn’t make sense; I’ve only been here a little over a week. And what were those bugs that attacked me? The whole thing is brain numbing, and I’ve felt wrong ever since I got here. Like whatever’s messing with the bugs and animals and trees is messing with me too.

Getting distracted again, aren’t you?

It’s the pressure of the program getting to me. I knew this would be harder than school back home but I’d never doubted that I could handle it. I’ve been through so much worse but it’s been impossible to focus.

The pot is still in my hand, and it trembles with anger. One week and I’m already making excuses. I let out a roar of frustration and throw the pot against the trunk of a nearby tree. It shatters, shards of red scattering across the ground. From afar it looks like the blood smudged across my skin.

“I told you I don’t care about the board meeting!”

I duck behind the tree. Tassinee marches past me, unaware, holding a phone to her ear. All phones were taken away, but looks like she’s acquired another one.

“It doesn’t matter,” she insists, struggling to get the door to our residence open. She’s shaking her head as it finally relents. I give it a beat, then race up the stairs behind her. I open the front door gently, confirming that Tassinee went into her room. Her bedroom door is shut, but her phone’s on speaker and a voice crackles through.

“You know everything I’ve done to get you here,” the voice says angrily, and it’s vaguely familiar. I shut the door quietly behind me and tiptoe across to the couch. Clearly Tassinee doesn’t care if anyone overhears because she’s making no effort to hide anything. I clear a few pieces of her art, some completed, some still preliminary sketches, and move them to the table so I can stretch across the cushions and listen. The top piece of art stares at me—it’s an impressive abstract painting, in which a woman’s mouth is stretched from one end of the sheet to the other by a pair of foreign hands. Instead of teeth, there are stars lining a bloody tongue, like they’re being forced into her. But that’s not the disturbing part. It’s the vacancy in her eyes, a blank, lifeless expression. The voice on the phone breaks into another language—an angry stream of Thai.

Tassinee groans. “I told you I’d attend so you’d get off my back about college, and now you’re going back on your word. You said that—” She code switches to Thai as well and I touch my throbbing head. Tassinee’s mom’s voice scratches at something in my memory, which is a preposterous thought. Humans are notoriously bad at recognizing voices; we can barely tell them apart.

It’s probably because Tassinee has looked familiar since the day we met … Could I have met her and her mom before? At an old school maybe? A hospital? But Tassinee hasn’t shown signs of recognizing me.

“Well, guess what, Ma—I’m giving up my board meeting spot,” Tassinee yells, her voice strangled like she’s holding back tears. I sit up, stunned. Giving up her spot? Her mother clearly agrees with me, because her response is entirely non-English now. All the blood that surged to my extremities ebbs, leaving me dizzy and itchy and shaking. I need to cool off in the shower or something; my jaw aches from grinding my teeth. There’s no point in hanging around anyway—I don’t need Tassinee to catch me eavesdropping.

I almost make it to the bottom of the stairs when Tassinee’s door opens.

“Aarya?”

I turn reluctantly, fighting the urge to claw at my irritated arms. She’s peering at me with an unreadable expression, and I’m too busy replaying what I heard her say to her mom. Giving up her spot, just like that.

“What do you want?” I ask.

“I thought I heard you come in earlier,” she says. “I saw you were upset after your score, and I wanted to tell you I’m happy to help.”

I laugh hoarsely. There’s a strange emotion swirling in me, a concoction of confusion and annoyance and an unexpected, unbridled rage. Nothing’s making sense about this place and my body is a mess. There’s the inability to place Tassinee from before, her entitled conversation with her mother, and her test score to top it all off. Hearing her discard the very thing I want most in the world all while my sense of reality is crumbling. Tears sting my eyes. Seriously, I can’t cry in front of her after all this, falling apart while she’s perfectly composed, oblivious to concepts like consequences and hard work and plain bad luck. My insides brown, corroded by this insurmountable envy. “Help? Help with what, drawing your silly little art?”

She flinches, and this only drives me further up the wall. This girl, who flounces through life with no effort and still finds everything lining up for her. “You can keep your help to yourself and leave me the hell alone.”

I don’t give her time to respond. It’s only when my back is to her that I let my face crumple. In my bedroom, I sink to the ground and wonder why I feel as rotten as what I threw out the door.
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The board meeting is supposed to take place in the late afternoon. I know because Tassinee stomps out of her room dressed in a black pencil skirt and silk blouse with a ridiculous ruffled collar that’s buttoned so high it’s making me claustrophobic.

We haven’t talked since my outburst last week, so I sink deeper into the couch. I’ve barely scraped the surface of this research proposal, no thanks to the cough that’s been running me ragged for days. I don’t know why my pills aren’t working, but I’ve got to push through. We have a zenedine lab demonstration later this evening, and I’m hoping it unsticks my brain, sets me on the right path. I’ve spent far too long reading Institute-related conspiracy theories on the lab computers: It’s run by aliens, it’s a cult with weird incesty ongoings (I promptly closed those tabs), someone on a niche romantasy x science subreddit thinks that Professor Clarke might be a wicked fae king. I don’t entirely blame them for the outlandish rumors after the shit I’ve seen, but I’m intrigued by some of the more realistic articles.

That certain experiments here have gone wrong, and the strange ongoings are the result of some kind of chemical leak, infecting the natural environment. And if that’s the case, who’s to say it’s not affecting us too?

“You should get that checked out,” Tassinee says as I succumb to yet another coughing fit, spurred by the bubble of panic that swells in my chest.

She’s watching me through the oval mirror that hangs over the decorative table by the entrance. Her fingers deftly unhook the top button of her shirt before smoothing out the collar, letting out a visible sigh of relief.

“I’m fine.”

“You should take it easy,” she insists, tapping her finger on the tabletop. “You’ve barely slept all week, and I’ve been hearing you coughing during the few hours you do get some rest. I swear you’re getting paler too.”

“It’s just a scratchy throat,” I argue. I was doing so much better before I got to the Institute. It had been weeks, I think, of intact lung functionality. Maybe more, but something here isn’t gelling well with my body.

I should call my mother—a thought that comes with an unpleasant pang, like someone’s plucked at a heartstring. As the days pass, I’ve accepted that they’re not going to show up here to drag me home, but that isn’t as comforting as I’d hoped. I miss them.

Unfortunately, I know what they’d say if I reached out. I told you so. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Why are you down here if you’re so opposed to conversation?” Tassinee shoots right back. I’ve rarely seen her so … flappable. She’s practically stewing in front of that mirror, the rouge on her cheeks brightening under the pendant light.

“Fine.” I slam my book shut and head toward the stairs. I can’t get much more than that out, because I’m overcome by an irrational need to cry. It’s unbearable, awful, this feeling that’s taken root in me. No matter what I do, it gnaws at my bones, demanding attention like a starved kitten. In some ways it’s similar to pursuing my dreams, a deep-seated yearning that goes beyond want and can be quenched only by burning the midnight oil, exerting my mental and physical energy until I’m too tired to feel pithy emotions. But what I’m enduring now isn’t that, because none of my usual coping strategies have helped. As a scientist, I have to pay attention to the parallels, to dissect this hollow pain. And I don’t like the conclusions.

I’ve always been staunchly antisocial, but now it’s clear how much of a safety net I’d been surrounded with despite my dismissal of it. Because this is what companionship is, at its very core—safety. I may have shucked friends, but I had my parents, overbearing as they may be. I had my teachers, hell, even that librarian whose name I forget, the one who never kicked me out despite it being after hours. It took being thrown into a pit of vipers to know true loneliness, to spend hours on ridiculous internet forums that think the foremost science institution in the country is basically Area 51.

“Tass—” I start to say, unsure of my own intentions, but I’m saved by the firm click of the door. She’s gone. To the board meeting. And I’m alone with a buzzing in my ears and this massive dread like rocks chained to my body, sinking me into the trenches of despair. The bites on my arms have browned and disappeared, but every breath feels like coals are being shoved down my nose. The words in this textbook may as well be scrawled at the bottom of a shallow puddle. It’s no use.

As I chew on my lip, a dark-suited person appears through the window. Tassinee steps up and shakes their hand. Then they’re off, and all I see is the flutter of her blouse in the breeze as she steps out of view, picture the too-tight collar of her shirt strangling me slowly, until my corpse is left to rot in this room. So much for giving up her spot at the meeting. Envy seethes in my chest—if it hadn’t been for Jaden and the test, that could’ve been me. Everything would look different: my standing with my peers, with Professor Clarke.

Sofia’s voice pops up unprompted. None of them would turn me down and you know it. My efforts at the library and wandering around campus grounds haven’t yielded any signs of her, but maybe I haven’t gone far enough. Sofia may have become a ghost, but I’m more than capable of turning into a haunting as well. She’s here, on these grounds, and she owes me one.

And if she really is the subject of these experiments, there’s one place she could be today.

It doesn’t take too long for me to catch up to Tassinee and the stranger. I remain a safe distance behind, taking care to land softly on the path leading up to the Institute as I catalog their body language: rigid, unfriendly. Tassinee, typically full of more things to say than the average human, looks caged by her clothes and companion. She really doesn’t want to be here.

By the time we get to the Institute, I’m sifting through my options. It’s unlikely that I’ll be able to follow them directly through the door they take. I could retrace the steps I took with Sofia, find the window we broke through to get into the restricted part of the building. But how would I find the board meeting? As I’m mulling, the escort halts and pulls out an ID card. An insidious tickle chooses that precise moment to graze my throat, and it’s the greatest effort of my life to bury my face in the crook of my elbow and cough as quietly as possible. By the time I look up, eyes watery and windpipe dry as bone, Tassinee and the escort are gone. At least they didn’t hear me, but I glumly walk over to the door, mourning the end of my short-lived adventure.

Except the door isn’t completely closed.

Alarm bells go off in my head. A rock is caught between the door and its frame, stopping the latch just shy of locking. This can’t be a coincidence, but I ignore every fiber of caution as I listen for footsteps before pushing the door open into an empty hallway.

“… long does it go on for?”

Tassinee’s voice, to my right. Quietly I follow, listening to the beat of their conversation.

Her escort replies, “It’s already started. You’ll be invited in for the last fifteen minutes, as they discuss strategy for the next quarter. Then you’ll have a chance to meet the board members.”

“Wonderful,” she grumbles.

I hurry to stay within earshot while also maintaining hypervigilance, which is no small feat. If I take even a second to think about what I’m doing, I’ll spiral so hard they’ll have to peel me off the floor before sending me home. But no one’s around, and I wonder if they clear the area before board meetings. Once I reach the end of the hallway, I poke my head around the corner, spotting the pair just a few feet down.

“Wait here,” the escort says. “I’ll bring you in once they’re ready for you.”

Tassinee doesn’t reply, instead fiddling with the fabric drooping off her elbow. I duck out of sight. There’s the unmistakable sound of a door clicking, and heated conversation leaks through.

“… cannot continue like this!” a familiar voice says. A woman, but where have I heard her before?

“It’s for the best—” someone else replies, before a firm slam muffles further sound. I came here for Sofia, but now I’m intrigued. I’d always pictured these meetings as somewhat stuffy procedural sessions that held allure purely for networking opportunities, but that sounded contentious.

“You would make a really terrible spy.”

My arms pinwheel as I slam into the wall. Tassinee’s to my right, raising a finger to her lips. Then she sets off at a clipped pace, dragging me along with her.

“Wait,” I hiss. This is quite possibly the worst thing to ever happen. We’re heading away from the meeting, back in the direction from where I came. “How did you—what did you—”

She shushes me, then pauses in front of a different door. “Get in.”

“What?” I’m so confused, I let her shove me inside a meeting room. The automatic lights flick on. “Are you planning on holding me hostage?”

“I’m keeping you here so you can listen in on this godforsaken meeting.” She points to the back wall, where a slim panel of glass cuts across the top section. “Get as close to that as possible. Unless you were following us to kill me? Wouldn’t put it past you.”

Very few times in my life have I been as speechless. “The door outside. You left it open.”

“No shit, Sherlock.” Tassinee glances behind her. “I could recognize your muffled cough anywhere, and you walk like an elephant on drugs. It’s a miracle Curtis didn’t hear you following us. Now, I’d love to waste time chatting and skip this horrible affair, but he’ll be out looking for me any moment now, so try and stay hidden? I’ll come get you later.”

“But how did you—”

“Later!” she says. Then slams the door shut in my face.

I’m greeted by the unmistakable updraft of conversation, lifted by the echo of this meeting room, unremarkable with its dark linoleum flooring and plain furniture, still somber despite the fluorescent lights. But what’s decidedly remarkable is that I can make out nearly every word being spoken next door.

“… be bringing a student in shortly, so it’s best we wrap this up,” says someone. Professor Clarke.

Heart racing, I inch toward the back wall.

“Let’s call a vote,” says another voice.

There’s a grumble of discordance, and a layering of talk that I’m unable to dissect.

“All in favor of proceeding with Hector’s pitch,” says the same person.

A rustle of movement, then: “I suppose it’s pointless to ask for those against, isn’t it?” says the mysterious woman, who sounds more angry than resigned.

“I’m offended by your lack of belief in our vision,” Professor Clarke says. His tone is soft but lined with steel, and I’d hate to be on the receiving end of it. “One almost wonders why you still choose to be a part of this organization.”

“There’s more at stake here than our vision,” the woman argues. “How can you not see this? Everything that’s passed with the subject is cause for concern.”

My ears perk up. They’re discussing Sofia in there. But concern? Could her paranoia from the other night have been rooted in something real?

“Sacrifices must be made,” someone else replies calmly. “You need to be able to view this situation objectively.”

“She’s not a lamb for slaughter,” the woman argues. “And if you don’t care about her, then you should think about this Institute’s reputation. The reports on the Presidio, the birds, the animals. They’re continuously being validated, linked to our research.”

I lean into the wall, breathing heavily, trying to find evidence of guilt, an admission to what I’ve been reading online, but I can’t think past three words.

Lamb for slaughter.

“It’s fodder for conspiracy theorists, and we do not need to legitimize anything.”

“But if you just—”

“Enough,” says Professor Clarke. “The votes have been cast, the decision made. We can continue this in private. Now, Curtis, you may bring our esteemed guest in.”

But the rest of what he says fades into a low hum. I barely make out Tassinee’s introduction, the painfully feigned welcomes over the words that bounce between my ears like a trapped fly.

Sacrifices.

The subject is cause for concern.

There’s little I understand about this place, but I know one thing to be true: Sofia’s in trouble, and I can’t find her.



When Tassinee retrieves me, I’m hunched against the back wall, head buried between my knees.

“You good?” she whispers, tiptoeing in.

“Had a headache.” I get to my feet unsteadily. “Is the coast clear?”

“Yeah, but not for long.” She peeks out. “Let’s hurry. We can head to the lab demonstration from here.”

We don’t exchange another word until we’re back at the exit, releasing audible breaths once we’re out in the open.

“How did you know that room existed?” I ask.

Tassinee shrugs. “I saw the door as we walked by. Kind of a lucky guess that you’d be able to listen in through there.”

Liar. The way she’d pointed up at the glass showed more than direction guided by luck, but something tells me that asking her outright won’t get me any answers. Tassinee Yang has more to her than I’d originally thought.

“Was that everything you dreamed of and more?” she asks me in turn.

I still haven’t processed what I heard, or what to do about it. I half contemplated storming through the restricted area in search of Sofia, but logic miraculously presided after that bomb dropped through the wall. All that would happen is me getting caught, and I’d be kicked out of here faster than I could do anything useful.

“Not really,” I respond truthfully.

Tassinee grimaces. “Has me sneak her into a board meeting and it wasn’t even worth it? You wound me.”

“About that.” We halt, and I squirm under her intense gaze. “What do you want in return?”

Tassinee frowns. “What do you mean?”

“In return for that,” I say. I’m not used to this, someone doing something for me, owing them for a favor. Especially here at the Institute where everyone has their own agenda. “I’m pretty sure you have more money than I do, but we could arrange for something else. I could do your laundry, or maybe clean your room.”

Her jaw drops. “There was no price, Aarya.”

“Yeah, right.”

“You’re insufferable!” Tassinee throws her hands up in the air. “Why do you make this so difficult? We live together. We’re working together. I’m trying to be your friend but making any sort of effort only results in a kick to the teeth.”

“What?” I sputter.

“You turn down all my invitations. I get that you don’t think I’m good enough or whatever, but you don’t have to be such a dick.”

Now that I didn’t see coming. Tassinee, top of the class with hardly any time dedicated to studying, who effortlessly befriends the entire cohort, including (for reasons completely unbeknownst to me), Maccauley Loughlin, who remains within the professor’s good graces despite paying zero attention in class and talking back to him in meetings … thought I didn’t think she was good enough? Something cracks beneath my breastbone. I’m always trying so hard to impress, to be seen, to be validated, and I’m constantly failing. The truth is, I haven’t felt good enough to be here.

We’re rapidly approaching the common room through the back. Soon we’ll be in earshot of the rest of our cohort, who should be heading down to the lab.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I hadn’t realized … Thank you. For being nice. You’re right, I’ve been stressed and I took it out on you.”

Her hurt shifts to concern. “You know you can tell me things, right? I can help.”

But I don’t know how to explain the letters, Sofia, the board meeting. And there’s something about Tassinee that doesn’t sit right with me.

“I know,” I lie, forcing a smile.

This olive branch will have to do for now.
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The lab’s turned into the strangest science museum.

All around us are floor-to-ceiling glass cases. From certain angles, I’m not sure if the shadows passing over the surface are reflections. Some of them are obviously filled with exhibits—flickering holographic videos showing slow-motion videos of zenedine insertions into custom RNA strands, or slide images taken on high-resolution microscopes. Professor Clarke spent the last hour walking through various applications of zenedine (improving drug efficacy, heightening candle aromatics, a failed attempt at growing a baby), and I haven’t been this overstimulated since my arrival.

“I don’t understand,” Windale says, whirling on her heels. “This is like a magical key. Is there anything we can’t fix?”

Professor Clarke nods approvingly. “Good question. What are the limitations of zenedine? Any ideas?”

“It’s apparently impossible to make,” I say, failing to disguise my disgruntled tone. They’ve made it sound like zenedine is highly energy intensive to create, but I’m staring at a room full of research on the molecule after eavesdropping on a sinister board meeting. Something doesn’t add up.

“Manufacturing is one of the limitations,” Professor Clarke says, providing no further explanation. “What else?”

Jaden leaps to answer. “The unpredictable bonding pattern means you can only insert one base into a given vector.”

“Correct,” Professor Clarke says. “And the time we attempted anything of the sort was a disaster. This was at the end of your readings, and I don’t expect most of you to get to it until next week, but—”

“The telomerase mutation,” I interrupt, trying to shake off my unease from the board meeting. My stomach warms as Professor Clarke smiles.

“Someone’s ahead,” he says, gesturing at me. “Why don’t you give us an overview?”

I wish I could savor the annoyance on Jaden’s face, but I settle for a quick smug glance. I shove out all worries about Sofia and launch into an overview about the badly managed experiment. Basically, the Institute tried reversing aging by using zenedine to control telomerase, an enzyme that protects DNA from degradation. Unfortunately, it backfired, causing too much cell growth instead of the immortality they were hoping to achieve, resulting in highly cancerous cells.

“Well done,” Professor Clarke says. “It’s time for a short break. Feel free to discuss your research proposals while I step out; perhaps something we have discussed will inspire your design. Afterward, we’ll talk about the zenedine assays and sequencing work you’ll be kicking off in your teams.”

“How did she get to the end of the readings already?” Windale whispers as Professor Clarke leaves the lab.

Jaden huffs. “She got done with them a few days ago too.”

“Show-off,” Windale mutters, with a disproportionate amount of spite.

“How?” Bishop exclaims. “I’m only halfway through.”

“Jaden would have been done by now too,” I say, a little bit pleased by their awe. “But he has to do two read-throughs to register any information. Highly ineffective, if you ask me.”

I’ve been paying closer attention to him ever since his handwriting set off sirens—that is, at least when he’s at the library. It’s mildly engrossing, watching the fold between his brows appear as he scours one page, then puts it aside for a moment before reading through it again. I’ve watched him more times than I care to admit, fascinated by how his speed flexes depending on the time of day (slower, more deliberate in the late hours) and the material (he struggles, inexplicably, with basic anatomy), trying to understand when he takes notes in between reads versus not. But he is devoted to his process: Every word is read two times. No more, no less.

He continues to be MIA for extended periods of time, though, when he’s not at the library, common room, or lab, which is where most of us can be found at all hours of the day. At first I thought he was studying at his residence, but Maccauley recently made a comment about how Jaden’s barely in his room. It’s possible to leave campus with permission, but only for special occasions. Jaden’s gone every other day.

“No one asked,” Jaden snaps, and a thrill of pleasure snakes through me. He looks unsettled, my message well received. I’m watching you too. “What is ineffective is the amount of time you spend writing notes on a whiteboard just to wipe it all off.”

My jaw drops. It’s one of my favorite and foolproof study methods, largely because I retain information through rewriting notes. A whiteboard has always been most cost-effective. Notebooks are ridiculously expensive these days. “Not all of us need to switch between different colored pens for every topic. You really should get rid of that yellow, by the way; it’s hard to read.”

“You pay an awful lot of attention to my note-taking habits,” Jaden says, crossing his arms. “See something you like?”

I let out a strangled sound of protest. No, I think you’re trying to get me kicked out. “You’re directly in my line of sight, so I have no choice but to look at your annoying—”

“I’m tired of you two bickering,” Bishop groans. Tassinee and Maccauley mutter their agreement, while Windale glares daggers in my direction. “Can we talk about how cool that third exhibit was? I hadn’t even thought of using zenedine to change flower colors.”

I hate to agree with him, I really do, but that study might’ve been my favorite too. They darkened flower colors to help protect them against higher temperatures. It got my gears turning as I thought ahead to my proposal, but that wasn’t the only reason it caught my attention.

“It’s honestly unbelievable what we could do with this,” Windale says, and for once she’s not condescending. She sinks against the lab bench. “I wonder what Mom knows.”

“You’re under an NDA,” Maccauley reminds her, and it’s an effort not to snort. As if his dad hasn’t been spilling Institute secrets at the dinner table. “And can you not go five minutes without bringing your mom up?”

That makes everyone squirm. He’s not wrong, but it’s obvious that Windale has a more troubled relationship with her mom than she lets on. She’s always running out of the library to take a call from Dr. Jean and does her best to look like she wasn’t crying when she returns. Sounds like a pretty classic case of ultrahigh parental expectations. If anyone gets the kind of pressure I put on myself, it would probably be her. What a weird thought.

“I wasn’t going to tell her,” Windale argues, although she isn’t convincing anyone. “And this is just what they’re telling us. There’s got to be so much more.”

“What do you think they’re not sharing?” Bishop jokes. “That they also changed bird eye colors?”

The energy shifts, like the elephant in the room decided to stand up.

Maccauley lets out a nervous laugh. “What are you trying to say?”

“We all know he means the article,” Tassinee says. The article. The more believable one, hypothesizing some kind of nefarious chemical leak, and published by a local magazine. I don’t think it’s the first time someone’s thought of the idea, but it’s the first time it’s been put out by a semi-reputable source and allowed to stay up. “They’ve been telling us that the rumors and reports are just the public’s imagination run wild, but I don’t know. I wonder if there’s more truth to it?”

“You can’t believe zenedine leaked,” Maccauley says, half scoffing. “There’s no way they’d let that happen.”

“They wouldn’t tell us about it,” I argue. “It’s not like they’ve told us how zenedine was made either. Haven’t you all wondered?”

My voice is light, airy. I didn’t mean to say so much, but I’m finally surrounded by people who get it, and I can’t shut up. I’m half expecting them to dismiss me, but Tassinee’s nodding.

“I asked Clarke too, and he said it’s a dangerous, expensive process to manufacture, and they can’t reveal details until they go public,” she says.

“Well, obviously it’s dangerous,” Windale says. “You don’t create something like that with regular experiments.”

Something like that. Something strange, unnatural. It’s hard to shun the extraterrestrial theorists when you look at zenedine and what it can do.

“What if the manufacturing process caused all this?” I ask, waving generally around us.

“Okay, that’s a stretch,” Maccauley interrupts, sounding more jittery than I’ve ever heard him. “Besides, has anyone actually seen anything weird or are we all just reading the same tabloids?”

The raven flashes in my mind. Everyone else looks caught in a daze, and I wonder if I’m not the only one who’s witnessed the inexplicable.

Jaden clears his throat. “I noticed a weird patch of soil the other day.”

“Oookay,” Maccauley says. “What makes soil weird?”

Jaden looks like he’s regretting speaking up. “It was a strange color, almost a bright blue, and all the plants that grew from it were bloodred.”

“That could just be a difference in mineral concentration,” Windale suggests.

“Yeah, but blue usually means iron,” I say, frowning.

“With sulfur,” Bishop adds.

“Weird for plants to grow there,” Tassinee says, catching on.

“Where was this?” I ask.

Jaden twists his lips. “Hard to describe. Along the walking path by the Institute entrance, but to the left, deeper into the woods. Maybe a ten- or fifteen-minute walk?”

I wonder if they can hear my heart pound against my ribs. It’s the same path I take to get to the tree house, but I’ve never seen anything like what he’s describing. Not that I’m the most observant person.

“Strange,” I choke out.

“Yup,” Jaden says, scratching the back of his neck. “It’s probably nothing, though.”

I consider bringing up the raven. For the first time it might be safe and appropriate. Like they could help me figure out if what I saw was real. But there’s a difference between blue soil and a dead, blinking bird. Between theories as sticky as biofilm, and the way I’ve been feeling ever since I got here, a little bit out of my own body, like the world’s gotten harder to hold on to.

I think back to Bishop’s question, and wonder just how much there is that we don’t know.



Tap tap tap tap tap

“One of these days, someone’s going to snap those little fingers of yours and ruin your neurosurgery dreams,” Windale says in an all-too-casual tone laced with an undeniable edge. She’s sitting on the floor leaning against the common room’s back wall, The Double Helix propped on her knees.

Bishop shoots her a lazy glance, then continues the steady drum of his fingers over the grand piano. “You know, you could just leave if it annoys you so much.”

“It annoys all of us,” Maccauley groans.

“Too bad,” Bishop says curtly, his rapping growing pointedly louder.

“I’m not sure how I’m supposed to survive a whole quarter, let alone a year, of this,” Windale mumbles under her breath.

“The same way we’ve survived a month,” Tassinee replies sleepily. “Exhaustion.”

It’s the day both teams are meeting with Professor Clarke to present their research proposals, and to say that we’re all on edge given the relentless pace of the program would be an understatement. We’ve tested every Monday, and despite my inauspicious beginning, I’ve ranked consistently in third place since. Our hours at the lab have increased as we kicked off the first trials to assess zenedine’s impact on cell properties, and somehow we’re already behind. We’ve gotten no closer to understanding how it’s made, but given how hard it is to work with, that question’s had to take a back seat.

At night, we crowd the library, and as the material’s gotten harder, we’ve formed a fragile truce, exchanging notes across the central table. It’s been a bizarre experience, and while they’re far from being my friends, I’ve grown to appreciate Maccauley’s highly entertaining mnemonics and Windale’s ridiculous photographic memory. Jaden is absent on most evenings, but when he is around, everyone looks to him to break down complex topics. And no one draws a better diagram than Bishop, except maybe Tassinee, but she refuses to do anything more than funnel snacks for the group.

Every spare (rare) second, I’ve spent searching for Sofia, but she’s nowhere to be found.

“So, you would genetically modify soil bacteria using zenedine?” Tassinee asks, putting down the draft report I’ve given her. She wanted to familiarize herself with Jaden’s and my pitches prior to our presentation, and I was too nervous to turn her down.

“Yeah, the lab demonstrations had me wondering if soil bacteria could directly combat the negative effects of climate change, and then I could make bacteria tailored to the geoproperty of the Institute,” I say casually, as if it didn’t take me countless hours of research and sleepless nights to even come up with a question I found interesting enough. Jaden’s “boring” accusation taunts me still. I don’t love the research plan, I want to confess, but she can’t offer me comfort. Not when she knows Jaden’s pitch, which is probably well developed and feasible and remains as much of a mystery to me as my own work.

A part of me wants to study zenedine in soil to see if we can re-create some of the weird ecological occurrences on campus, but I’m not admitting that out loud.

Tassinee grins. “You’re kind of brilliant.”

We haven’t bonded, but our roommate relationship is the best kind of cordial, warm even. I don’t know if she has any siblings, or anything about how she grew up, but I do know she puts an excessive amount of hot sauce in the Mama noodles she hauled back from Thailand and likes to hum Christmas music when she draws.

Bishop joins Windale where she’s reading, and snippets of their conversation drift over to us, something about “historical tendencies” and “unreliable environments.” Windale closes her book and says loudly, “I don’t understand why we can’t use our old idea.”

Bishop gestures at her to keep it down. “How many times do we need to talk about this?”

I glance at Tassinee and Jaden, who look equally intrigued. At least we’re not the only ones struggling to align on a proposal.

“Are you going to tell me your pitch yet?” Tassinee asks, sidling up to Maccauley. She’s doing the Lord’s work, because neither Jaden nor I was going to probe, but I really want to know. Professional, competitive curiosity, or something like that.

It’s a lost cause, though; we might be willing to help each other out with regular coursework, but when it comes to the proposals? Everyone’s a penitentiary. The most I’ve gathered is Maccauley’s team is doing something with simulating emotion, lots of mentions of neural pathways and pain stimuli, but it’s nearly as handwavy as my work. This argument is the first sign of discordance I’ve seen—their team usually discusses project work privately. Bishop and Windale fall eerily silent on cue. Secretive, I understand, but they get so twitchy when this topic comes up.

“Oh, something special,” Maccauley says.

Tassinee shakes her head in disbelief. “Why so cagey, Loughlin?”

Maccauley laughs. “Just a little healthy competition, Yang. You’ll find out soon enough.”

“You’re ridiculous,” Tassinee grumbles, but a fraught energy has set over the room.

Maccauley’s face is a portrait of calm, but his knee is shaking under the desk and he keeps glancing at his teammates. Windale’s staring at me with a furrow between her brows and an unsettling glaze over her eyes as she whispers something to Bishop. She gets to her feet, agitated, as though bounding for me, but pivots to Jaden instead.

“So, do you think you’ll be free tomorrow evening?” she asks him.

He shakes his head. “So sorry, I have to head out.”

Again?

Jaden’s habit of disappearing has continued. I was nosy about it before, but now it’s impacting our work. We’re developing our proposals separately, but unfortunately the practical side of our coursework—the assays and sequencing—needs to be done in our teams. He’ll ditch us in the late afternoons, leaving me to take on the bulk of experiment prep work, and return late in the evenings to join our study sessions at the library. Maybe he does have permission to be wherever he goes, but any time someone asks him about his day, he changes the topic. It would be impressive if I weren’t suffering for it.

Windale looks crestfallen. “Well, maybe next time. Mom will be back in a few weeks and I’ve told her all about your research.”

I suck in a breath. Windale didn’t see her mom once the last time she was in town, hence all the weeping. One time, Bishop and I were bonding over our mutual hatred for magnetic field problems at the library and he told me Windale calls her own mom Dr. Jean. It’s borderline cliché, he’d said, spinning a pen around his fingers, but Windale’s older sister died tragically, and rumor is Winnie was an accident. Her mom’s been distant ever since.

Turns out our future star neurosurgeon is quite the gossip.

I can’t tell if Jaden’s nodding to shut Windale up, or because he’s keen on meeting the notorious legend that is Dr. Jean.

As if he can read my mind, Jaden angles toward me, and our eyes connect. I grip the pen in my hand so hard, the cap indents my palm. The corner of his mouth lifts in a contemplative smirk, and to my horror, he says something to Windale in a hushed voice before standing up and approaching me.

“I wanted to talk to you about the exploratory work,” he says without any greeting. Tassinee looks over her shoulder at us, eyes widening as she makes the smart decision to leave the common room and not get in the middle of whatever this is between Jaden and me.

I rest my chin on my fist. “Oh, now you want to talk about it?”

He frowns. “I’ve been busy.”

“In case you haven’t realized, we all have.” Busy doing work you’re not.

“Yeah, well, some of us need to get out every once in a while,” he says, flustered as he runs his hand through his hair. “I want to do the sequencing part of the assignment. You and Tass can take the assays together.”

I’m a bit relieved. The stuff he’s mentioned is the work I like—the parts where I get my hands dirty. I dread anything that involves computers and software. But one thing he says strikes a chord—get out? I’m fairly certain he’s been leaving campus grounds, but what could possible warrant this much of his time? And did the Institute sign off on it?

“Fine,” I say. “I haven’t had a chance to send the samples to the in-house sequencing center, so you can take over that workstream. Where are you headed?”

Jaden stiffens. “None of your business.”

I squint at him. “Got something you’re hiding, Abrahms?”

Windale’s leveling a murderous stare in our direction, or maybe just me because Jaden tenses. His expression melts into something unexpected: fear.

“Back off, Aarya,” he says, with a surprising amount of bite.

I’m about to probe when someone raps on the door. It’s Tassinee, looking deeply uncomfortable.

“Just heard from Clarke. He’s ready for us.”



I’d barely gotten a chance to look at Professor Clarke’s office when I was here with Sofia, so I drink it in now.

The walls are painted a sapphire blue, imbuing the space with the sense of regality. It’s several degrees cooler than the outside, despite no visible air-conditioning. There’s a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf on the backwall, and it’s impossible to tell that there’s a secret antechamber. There are so many books and trinkets that look like they haven’t been moved in years. Everything is sleek—from the leathered ergonomic chair behind the giant oak desk to the thick velvet drapery cinched around the giant window. Outside, a hummingbird zips in and out of sight, and my heart rate might give its wings a run for their money.

Professor Clarke interlaces his fingers and leans forward on his desk, and I wonder if he looks at the others like this. Like we’re his own experiments, and if we could crack his head open and unfurl the notes that lay within, we would find observations on ourselves that would frighten even the most strong-willed. One question remains, however: What is his hypothesis?

“Ah, it’s the troublemakers,” he says, and I nearly step back in shock. I’ve been nothing short of an impeccable student since the first assessment—always on time, volunteering answers in class, reading ahead of schedule, doing better and better on every test.

His brows lift at the evident confusion on our faces. “I must confess I’ve been looking forward to this meeting. Every time I look at the three of you, you’re not talking to each other. And if you are, it hasn’t been very pleasant now, has it?”

This is not what I was expecting. I suppose Jaden and I have made our dislike for each other apparent, but Tass doesn’t have issues with either of us. Besides, this is the best our cohort has gotten along since we arrived. Windale and Maccauley have finally grown tired of making jabs at my “poor” school, and I pretend to laugh at the physics memes Bishop shows me. I should be applauded for my efforts.

But Professor Clarke is looking at me like I’m the problem.

My words flop in front of me like dying fish. “We’ve been working hard, Professor,” I say, ignoring when Tassinee elbows my arm. “I think you’ll be happy with my pitch. I looked up—”

“In a moment,” Professor Clarke says, and I want to fall through the floor. It’s the same tone he wielded against the woman at the board meeting. “Your personal work is one part of this program. Teamwork is another critical component, and from my observations there has been little to none here. You’re barely in lab together. Your office has not been touched. Need I remind you all that we are investing a great deal of time and money in you? It would behoove you to be on your best behavior.”

“We will,” I say hurriedly. “We’re actually hoping that you’ll help us choose our research direction, and then we’ll work together on the proposal—”

Professor Clarke holds a hand up. “So you didn’t work on this pitch together?”

I’m a deer in headlights. Tassinee answers for us. “We can’t agree on a research direction. It would be helpful to receive input from you.”

“Am I to understand that you’re not able to come to a simple decision together?”

We’re all quiet. He turns to me and it’s a miracle that I’m standing upright instead of melting into a puddle of sweat. I imagined blowing him away with my research and ambition, parading my victory over Jaden’s head, but it’s the complete opposite. We’re supposed to be the brightest scientific minds in the country, but we’ve turned into toddlers, awaiting punishment from a parent. I wait for Jaden to call me stubborn, frustrating, and the whole range of colorful words he’s used to describe me in person, but he’s looking at Professor Clarke with an oddly disdainful expression.

“If you don’t mind, Professor,” Tassinee interrupts. She sounds smooth, level. But her expression is spitting fire, and the temperature in the room soars. “The others haven’t exactly been the pinnacle of group work either. If you spend five minutes in a room with Windale and Bishop, you’d see they’re constantly at each other’s throats. Or is it just us you’re having this conversation with?”

“We’re all just competitive,” I hurry to explain, desperate to defuse whatever is brewing here, this dangerous spark between Tassinee and Professor Clarke, and even Jaden. “All type A students, you know, thrown together in a room.”

My efforts at lightening the mood are a devastating failure. Worse, there’s a palpable disappointment coming at me from every angle—from Professor Clarke, from Jaden, from Tassinee. Wrong, wrong, wrong. Everything about this feels wrong, and a part of me wants to shriek at Professor Clarke that I’m not like my teammates; I do not have the luxury of wealth and success in my blood to shit all over his authority.

“My conversations with the other students are none of your concern,” Professor Clarke says firmly. “And this is something we will discuss more later. Right now, I have more important matters to attend to. Let’s get this over with—what are your pitches?”

I cringe at his crass tone, glad for once that Jaden breaks the awkward standstill and launches into his hypothesis. I can’t deny how impressive it sounds. He cites recent research on differences in gene expression in African Americans versus the rest of the population, constructing his arguments much like the day of our debate. How he remembers the numbers off the top of his head, I don’t know, but what is most striking is his passion. He lights up with it.

He moves into the research plan itself: a well-thought-out design that would identify the genes responsible for high-prevalence diseases in the community, then modify them using zenedine, and finally testing impact in a mouse model. Tassinee is nodding along vigorously, and my heart sinks.

It’s good, it’s important, and it hasn’t been explored nearly as much as it should.

“Is that all?” Professor Clarke asks.

For the first time, Jaden’s speechless.

Professor Clarke sets his glasses down and rubs at the bridge of his nose. “Mr. Abrahms,” he says, his voice muffled. “I can tell you have put a lot of thought into this work, and while I appreciate the vigor of your presentation, it does not meet the standards set forth by our Institution.”

It what? Professor Clarke turns to me. “Your turn.”

I leave my body during my pitch. It doesn’t possess even a fraction of Jaden’s eloquence; I stumble over my hypothesis, knowing I don’t really have a clear-cut one. I talk for too long about soil bacteria, about work that’s been done with genetically edited plants and organisms to mitigate against environmental stressors. As I lay out the thoughts that have been roiling in my solitary mind, I’m hyperconscious of how irrational it all sounds and have half a mind to chew Tassinee out for calling it brilliant. Clearly, she wasn’t paying attention. I bat off the conclusions from a few research papers, but the argument is poorly constructed. I’m all over the place.

“So this would be climate-regulating bacteria?” Professor Clarke asks after a moment of pause. “Have you thought through the chamber composition yet?”

“I want to keep it simple,” I say. “A glass flask setup that allows us to modify the simulated gaseous conditions, with the minimum additional variables required. And the bacteria, of course, modified with zenedine mRNA.”

My pulse roars. Professor Clarke sits back, taps at his arms. “It needs work, but it has potential. Ambition. Perhaps if your team recognized that sooner, you would have collaborated to present something more compelling to me today, but as it is, you couldn’t get it together.”

It takes me a minute to process that he’s talking about me. One glance at Tassinee reveals that she’s equally stunned.

“This is the path I want you to pursue,” he declares suddenly. “I will give you another week to return to me with a clear hypothesis and research plan. I suggest you move quickly.”

Somewhere, bells ring in the distance. I imagine sound waves attempting to batter the tension here, but they try and fail.

Professor Clarke flips open the book in front of him. “You are dismissed.”

Tassinee and Jaden trail out, and I force my legs to move. Just as I’m about to step outside, Professor Clarke calls my name from behind. Jaden has already stormed off, but Tassinee pauses. There’s something strange in her expression.

“Yes?” I ask, turning back around but leaving the door open. I don’t want to be alone with him.

“You in particular have required a lot from us to bring you here,” Professor Clarke says. “Do not make us regret it.”
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I’m so rattled, I can’t go back to the residence.

I wander around the Institute, agitated, unsure where to go. Back home I’d head to the library, but the one here doesn’t feel nearly as safe. That’s when I remember the tree house, a lighthouse beaming through a stormy murk.

As I stare up at the broad platform, there’s something about it that feels suspended from everything that’s been going on—literally and figuratively. In the dead of night, I can only imagine the reddish hues of mahogany, but it still feels warm. Boughs shake above my head as I hoist myself up the last branch and settle on the edge, overlooking the silhouettes of treetops shifting gently in the breeze.

A rustle passes through the trees like whispers, and the tops of the branches glimmer a strange electric blue. An owl hoots, and I nearly jump as its echo bounces between leaves. It’s not just the library; everything about this place sets my teeth on edge.

I nearly fall off the platform when a shadow lurches in my direction.

“Relax, it’s just me!”

Sofia. A surge of confounding emotions rolls through me— panic at her sudden presence, relief that she’s here, anger at her disappearing.

“Where the hell have you been?” I demand, loosening the iron grip I have on the splinter-ridden platform. “Are you okay? I was beginning to think…” that you were dead.

Sofia shuffles closer, her features coming into focus. Her bottom lip is split, like she’s chewed away at it, and the hollows beneath her eyes are dark tide pools. The same sparkle that made me follow her in her outrageous break-in fantasy is nowhere to be found.

“I’m fine,” she says, brushing me off half-heartedly in a miserable attempt to conceal how awful she looks. “I was up here relaxing. You’re the one who climbed up like a rabid monkey and scared me half to death.”

“You said you’d find me,” I say, trying to sound angry, but it’s really hard when she looks this battered and I’m wrestling with weird, protective feelings. She might act high and mighty but right now she’s a hurt kid. “You dropped a bomb on me and disappeared! And then I have to hear people talking about you, and you’re nowhere to be found.”

She smiles slyly. “Did you come looking for me?”

I give her a withering glare.

“Okay, fine, I owe you more of an explanation after you helped me that night,” she admits. “But things have been busy. Clarke’s attention has been divided between the cohort and me, so I’ve been doing more digging.”

“You mean breaking into more buildings?” I deadpan.

“Among other things.” A shadow passes over her face.

“Hey.” I reach for her wrist. She recoils so hard, the chorus of insects falls quiet. “Are you okay?”

Her eyes glisten, and she cradles her wrist. This is no trick of the night. Sofia gathers her knees to her chest, rocking back and forth.

A sick feeling knits through my gut.

“Did someone hurt you?” I ask, thinking back to the bits of information I’ve gathered like puzzle pieces left out in the pouring rain. Reconciling them with what she’s told me. “Does this have something to do with the research?”

“Everything has to do with the research.” She dangles her ankles over the edge, sighs heavily. “My parents have ties to this place. My dad’s high school friend is a big investor, and when all the specialists determined that I had an ultrarare autoimmune disease, they thought Clarke was the only one who could help me.”

I’d put this much together on my own. “Using zenedine.”

She nods.

“Is it side effects?” I prompt.

Her head shakes. A frost descends between us.

“Come on,” I plead, trying to sound kind and empathetic, when all I want to do is throw up on the wooden floorboards. “You have to give me something.”

“I didn’t want to come here as a test case,” she says after a cavernous pause, so quietly I have to lean in. “All I can remember is being poked at by doctors and I didn’t want more of that. I want to become a scientist. A person who treats people like me, and that means not being on the exam table. I wanted to attend the Institute as a student.”

I remember when I first learned that not every species can hear every sound. Dogs can hear high frequencies that we can’t; whales are sensitive to infrasonic sound. It was a strangely comforting fact, this confrontation of the boundaries of knowledge—that pieces of the lived experience are carved for consumption, that not everything is available to everyone. But I’ve long given up on finding people who hear my frequency.

“It’s not the same thing, but I’ve had a messed-up respiratory system my whole life,” I tell her. Sofia holds my gaze with a softness that makes me want to look away. “As a kid I could barely be outside. I couldn’t play with the others. It screwed up my socialization, and it didn’t help that I was also a big nerd. I wanted to belong, but couldn’t, and then I didn’t know how, so it’s easier to not try.”

Or pretend not to try.

“Funny, my full system failure started with my lungs too,” Sofia jokes, pointing at herself like she’s showing off a cool outfit. “Things not going well with the others?”

“Some of them are okay,” I confess, wanting her to see that there’s hope. I’m doing pretty well, aren’t I? I think about the cohort, their passion during Professor Clarke’s demonstrations and lectures. “It’s the first time people are speaking my language, at least when it comes to the things we want. But we’re too different in other ways. They can’t begin to imagine my life, and I can’t picture theirs.”

“Well, you have me,” Sofia says, nudging my shoulder. It draws a smile despite the wad of emotion shoved up my throat, making it hard to breathe.

Sofia kicks her legs back and forth over the edge of the platform. A pregnant quiet falls over us. Then: “They pretended I was the teacher nominee. I filled out an application, wrote this whole sappy answer on how science is the closest thing to magic. They probably thought it was hilarious and pathetic. Clarke sent me a letter and everything, and I fell for it, even if it made no sense.”

“Wait, what?” I ask. Obviously, she’s far too young to have been admitted as a student. Surely she’d realized something was off about this? I’m about to probe her more, but her eyes look glassy and shattered. My disbelief simmers down as I wonder what I would have done in her place. The truth is, I would have been so desperate to believe my parents, exhilarated by the prospect of being here.

I would have thought I was just that special.

They took a vulnerable girl and exploited her dreams. This should never have been on her to question.

I clear my throat, opting for another angle. “They brought you here under false pretenses? There’s no way that’s legal.”

“My parents signed off on it, let me think I was coming here on my own terms,” Sofia says. “I’m a minor. It’s all legal.”

“That’s fucked up,” I say. It’s striking a chord buried so deep within me, it vibrates every bone in my body. Wrong wrong wrong.

“Yeah, well, it hasn’t been working,” she says, breaking into a laugh. She falls back on the floor with a thud, head tilted up so only her neck is exposed. “I’m running out of time and I keep telling myself it’s okay. This whole year I’ve been convincing myself I’m ready, but honestly, it’s scary.”

No child should be able to speak about their mortality with this calm acceptance. I’m not sure what to say. She raps her fingers along the edge of the floorboard, and her entire body shivers from the mild cold. Every large thing in life can look so small compared to the next big event, like life is a set of Russian dolls and our perspective only grows as we ascend to a bigger space.

I’ve spent my whole life chasing a dream, wanting to be bigger and better. For the first time, I don’t want it all to go so fast.

I strip off my red hoodie and toss it on her. “Put this on.”

She obeys without protest and says, as the hood muffles her mouth, “Maybe it’s best that I never see snow.”

“What?”

She pops her head out, smiling sadly as she turns her attention to the sleeves. “You know how they say you can go surfing and skiing in the same day in California?”

“Never heard that,” I say emphatically. What a weird state. “And I’m not sure I’d want to swim here.”

“No, way too cold, and I can’t ski or snowboard,” Sofia says with a little laugh. “But I’ve never been to the ocean or the mountains. My parents were too nervous with my health. The beach I care less about since I see the bay all the time, but I really thought I’d live to see it snow.”

“Of course you will,” I say sharply. “Why would you say that?”

“To answer your question earlier, it’s not side effects. The treatment isn’t working, and I’m not sure they even…” She cuts herself off, taking a shuddering breath. “They’re lying to me. I know they think I’m too young, but I want to know the whole truth.”

“You know, Professor Clarke used your answer in his introduction,” I say. “About science being like magic. They never laughed at you. In fact, he agrees.”

Her shoulders loosen, but she doesn’t say anything. I can’t stand the quiet. “Can I help?”

It’s completely out of character—irrational, inadvisable, sacrificial—to help her in any way that would distract me from my work here. I’m no therapist, and I can barely keep up with everything going on. But there’s something so familiar about her, a piece of myself that I can’t turn away from, and a part of me feels responsible for a child who, for all intents and purposes, has been abandoned. I’m being compelled by something, the same sense of fate that’s led me to ditch all rationality.

“If you could keep your eyes and ears peeled, in case you hear anything,” she says, perking up. “And some company every once in a while would be nice. Gets lonely around here.”

I feel her flinch over and over again; she’s suffocating here, out in the open air. It’s the easiest decision I’ve ever made. “Of course.”

Sofia’s smile is hollow. “I have to go now, but I’m usually up here most evenings.”

She lowers herself down a branch, then pauses. “You’re smart enough that I don’t have to tell you this, but if you want to help yourself, you won’t trust a soul in that building.”
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I might have taken Sofia’s request to keep my eyes peeled a little too seriously.

The hood tugged over my head is useless; the wind whips it off my body every few seconds. The rain that commenced this morning isn’t even that heavy, but the gusts make visibility difficult, the debris mixing with water to form a nebulous cloud with claws.

I didn’t plan this, really. I was minding my own business, staring despondently out my window, trying to work out what functional assays to run on our zenedine vectors, when someone in a dark rain jacket carrying Jaden’s leather saddle bag slipped out the front door of his residence.

He’s been stony since our disastrous pitch, levying deathly stares in my direction. I remember his defensiveness when I asked him where he’s always going. There haven’t been any new threatening letters, but I’m on high alert after Professor Clarke chose me over him. Jaden was furious, and I don’t want to sit around, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Which is how I ended up here, maintaining a safe-ish distance from the student I’ve decided to stalk like some kind of serial killer through the woods. If he sees me, he would be well within his rights to clobber me in self-defense, and after my piss-poor attempt at following Tassinee to the Institute, I’m thankful that the weather in all its nuisance is playing in my favor. You can’t hear anything over the rain.

Jaden makes his way to the perimeter of the Institute closest to the residences, and the bay peeks through the treetops, gray and gloomy. In the blink of an eye, he slips through the fence, where the bars have been broken and bent to form an exit hole. A flare of victory bestows brief warmth to my body. I knew he was being shady! Whatever he’s been doing off campus is clearly not sanctioned by the Institute. My own anxiety nearly makes me turn around—if I’m caught, I risk everything—but curiosity wins out, and the storm’s hopefully messing with security’s visibility. Jaden trudges down the path that leads to the bus stop and I quietly follow suit, but I’m not sure how I’m going to pull this off. I don’t know bus routes around here, nor do I have a phone.

He assesses either side of the broad street and I shrink behind a tree. If I want to know where he’s off to, I need to get on the same bus. The wind howls in approval, its frigid talons sinking into my bones, and when I peer around the mossy trunk, I’m greeted by the hovering yellow glow of approaching headlights, ghosts piercing a veil. A lumbering bus comes to a standstill and I let out a sigh of relief; it’s packed. Jaden enters through the front door and scans some kind of card that I do not have. I race to the back, slipping in right before the doors slide shut, praying no one notices my lack of a ticket.

Honestly, I have no idea how he doesn’t catch me. The sound of rainfall mutes, replaced by a din of low conversation. Someone’s playing music off a screechy speaker in the back row, and I head toward the perpetrator, pulling my hood further down. I stumble past a girl with dip-dyed red hair and a mother with a baby before sliding into the only empty seat.

The severity of the situation strikes me along with the strong scent of cigarettes emanating from the men to my right. I’m off Institute property.

It hasn’t even been that long, but my time in the program has felt eternal. It’s clear that the isolation has messed with me. I’m used to focusing on one thing: an experiment, a page, a problem. I’m used to being the target of attention, be it good or bad. But out here, all my senses are fighting to anchor to one stimulus out of the hundreds: the crying child, the bumpy road, the smattering rain, and the ever-present threat of being caught by Jaden. It’s a little difficult to breathe. My legs start shaking of their own accord, and I’m both claustrophobic and listless, unsure of my footing out here. I accidentally hit the man next to me, who scowls in my direction before continuing his conversation, ignoring me entirely. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to be around other people, ones who don’t spend their days busy with textbooks at the library or worrying about beating their classmates to the lab so they can secure the most effective microscope.

People who don’t follow their nemesis off school grounds because they’re convinced he’s out to get them.

My hands tremble as though I’ve doused myself in coffee. Jaden’s partly blocked by the stroller, but if he turns a few degrees, it’s all over. I angle my head away, focusing on how rain weighs each smell down, like an earthy sepia. One of the men next to me makes a comment about traffic being miserable on the 101. Did I take the 101 to get to the city? My bus ride here is a distant dream. I’ve been floating in a parallel universe; each conversation I overhear is new and bizarre, but they’re commonplace occurrences, real in a way the Institute with its lifeless rooms and pretentious discourse has never felt.

More people pile in at each stop, and I’m so enraptured by the crowd that I lose Jaden for one second. And then his seat is empty.

“No, no, no,” I say, getting to my feet. “Which stop was that?”

“Spruce Street,” says the woman with the stroller.

“Thank you.” I rudely stretch over my neighbor to pull the yellow cord running down the side of the bus.

“Stop requested,” the robotic announcer says. To my relief, the bus stops not much farther down. To my dismay, I need to walk back up a hill.

My teeth chatter viciously, and I regret every foul decision that’s led to me walking up this street while battered by rain and wind. There’s no one outside except a few unhoused people who huddle under their tattered blankets and shoddy tents. Sheer embarrassment keeps me going. This program is already driving me up the wall; I have to find at least one answer to my problems. Whether he wrote the letters or not, Jaden Abrahms is up to no good.

There’s a meow to my left. I nearly slip on a particularly smooth stretch of asphalt as a tuxedo cat slinks out from a darkened alley, fixing me with its light green eyes. It blinks once, indolent, unbothered by the rain. Silver glints from its neck.

“Are you lost?” I ask, inching toward it, trying to get a better look at the tag when its entire demeanor changes. The cat’s eyes narrow, and its sharp teeth bare in a hiss.

Blood drains from my face as something purple and ghastly falls from its mouth, and I am no cat expert, but I’m pretty certain its tongue is not supposed to reach the ground.

I bolt as though being chased by a pride of lions, and I could probably scale Everest right now despite my lungs being shredded to pieces. When I turn, the street is empty. The cat and its monstrous anatomy have disappeared behind a sheet of rain. I take a beat to gather myself, my gasps wet and painful.

What the fuck was that?

It’s one thing for the animals and trees on campus to be mutated in inexplicable ways, but out here? This goes beyond the rumored leaks, and maybe it’s not chemical, but energetic in some way. I think back to zenedine, its atomic composition an aberration. They’d have to expend a ton of energy to disrupt natural bonding patterns between elements. Maybe creating zenedine resulted in radiation? It’s the only thing that would make sense, and would explain why the Institute is so cautious about making more. A sharp pain lances my brain, and I search for shelter.

Mercifully, there’s an indie bookstore wedged between a pizza place and a coffee shop. I need to regroup, replay what the hell I just saw, and get back to the residences before things get weirder. Then I catch sight of someone through the coffee shop’s windows.

The bell jingles as I push open the door and step over the threshold.

It’s Jaden and he’s … smiling.

I’ve seen Jaden smile before, but either it’s condescending or it stops halfway. His smile right now is wide, eyes twinkling. In front of him sits a little boy, and they’re leaning over books. Jaden is pointing at something on the page with a pencil.

He is teaching.

This is far from any of the nefarious ideas I’ve been mulling over. Is this what Jaden comes out here to do? Tutor children in coffee shops? Between my out-of-body experience on the bus, the horror-movie cat, and this unexpected turn of events, the very foundation of my existence is falling apart. I’m so distracted by the gigantic gap between the Jaden in my head and the Jaden in front of me that I don’t move fast enough when he looks up.

And sees me.

In a split second, his face turns stormy.

Oh no.

He mutters something to the boy and pushes his chair back, the sound screeching through the shop. People turn to look at him, but he has that raging, murderous expression for only me. Even the boy turns around to look at the cause of this commotion.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Jaden hauls me out of the coffee shop by the elbow.

“What do you mean?” I ask, failing to fight off his iron grip. “This is a public space, isn’t it?”

“Not for you it’s not.” He kicks the door closed behind him. Nosy diners stare out the window at us, whispering. “Did you follow me?”

All my prepared excuses evaporate.

“I was looking into something,” I say shakily, studying the street for the monster cat. The road is empty, and my brain has liquefied. “How long have you been teaching him?”

“None of your damn business!” Jaden clasps his hands behind his head. His sleeves are drenched but he barely seems to notice. “God, Aarya, what is it that you want? You already won with Clarke; he likes your proposal better. We’ll do it your way. Why are you out here stalking me through San Francisco?”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I say, but it’s got no punch. Every hint of joy he’d unabashedly worn has vanished, replaced with grim resignation. It’s clear I’ve seen only the smallest piece of Jaden, the part he shows us at the Institute. I’ve lost the right to ask these questions.

“I saw something earlier,” I say, gesturing down the road, trying to think of how to describe the cat and my new theory on zenedine causing damage akin to nuclear radiation.

“I don’t care what you saw,” Jaden says with an indignant scoff. “I don’t care where you go or what you do. Please, just leave me alone.”

And when he returns to the shop and closes the door, I stay behind in the pouring rain.
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By the time I get back to campus, I’m soaked to the bone, my teeth chattering so violently—from the cold, from fear—that I almost don’t notice the security guards waiting for my return.

For a brief, ill-advised second I consider running, and the sheer absurdity of that thought makes me giggle against my will. “I’m so sorry,” I say as a short man with a shock of red hair approaches me, expression unreadable.

“You have to come with us, miss,” he says, and all at once the reality of the situation slams into me. I was caught sneaking off campus. Jaden does it nearly every day and the one time I do it I get caught. Tears bite at the corners of my eyes.

“I won’t do it again,” I plead, but it’s no use. He proceeds to manhandle me back to the main building.

“Can you loosen up?” I hate how shaky my voice sounds, but he only grips harder. I’m about to tell him to let me go when I spot him. Professor Clarke. Any argument dies in my throat, and I go limp, subservient. The pain in my arm dissolves into pure, undiluted fear.

Professor Clarke is standing outside the Institute’s entrance, and he looks strange against the background of the forest. As though he’s not a man but a statue created specifically for sterile spaces like the lab or his office.

“I’ll take it from here,” Professor Clarke says, resting his hand next to the guard’s. I’m being passed around like a piece of property, I think bleakly when the guard digs his nails into my bicep.

“Excuse me—”

“Have a good day, sir,” the guard says, cutting me off with a sideways glance, before turning his back on us.

I wince, half relieved to be free of my rough aggressor, half terrified of what’s to follow.

“I’m so sorry,” I say to Professor Clarke, but I can barely see him through my blurred vision. Is he going to kick me out? Call my parents? Why did I have to make such a horrible decision? I played right into their trap—whoever’s been messing with me—and now I’m taking myself out of the equation. My chest is about to cave in from fatigue, and I’m so cold and miserable and scared that I’m about to offer to pack my bags up myself when—

“We’ll call this your second strike,” he says. I sway on my feet and realize he’s still holding on to me, but it doesn’t feel steadying. His gray eyes are limpid. “Let there not be a third.”

“There won’t be,” I swear, unable to process his words. I try to step away from him but his grip around my arm tightens.

“Good,” he says, before releasing me. Oxygen surges into my lungs as though he were strangling my neck instead of my arm. I rub the sore band of skin. “Get back to your room.”

I replay the events of the day as I strip off my wet clothes: the cat, Jaden, the guard, Professor Clarke. Despite the pile of blankets I huddle under, I don’t stop shivering.

At least I didn’t rat Jaden out, I assure myself as I hug one of my pillows. And tomorrow, I’ll leave what’s well enough alone.

Unfortunately, the universe isn’t done punishing me.

“Did you offer up your lungs to the devil?” asks Tassinee the next morning, keeping a wary distance. Thankfully she wasn’t here when I got home last night. I’m in a free fall with no bottom, and now it’s been complemented by a heaviness in my chest and sinuses. I sniffle into my millionth tissue, my eyes nearly bloody. No amount of illegally upping my dosage is going to save me from this.

“I got wet,” I groan. It’s still raining, the clouds keen to continue their torment. Tassinee nearly broke down my door to inform me that Jaden’s coming over for group work, and it was the threat of them starting without me that ushered me out of my sick cave.

Tassinee takes a bite out of the apple she’s spinning between her fingers. “You don’t get sick from getting wet in the rain. That’s a common misconception, causation versus correlation, all that good stuff. Anyway, I’m asking what you were doing out in the rain while the viruses are … you know. Virusing.”

“Did you turn into me?” I snap. “Please shut up, especially while you’re eating.”

“Now you know how it feels,” Tassinee says, happily crunching away. “Seriously, though, what were you doing?”

“She was sticking her nose in places it doesn’t belong.”

I jolt in the armchair I’ve claimed, my heavy eyes snapping open. I didn’t even hear Jaden walk in.

He’s opted for the most casual look I’ve seen him in—thick black sweatpants and a tie-dye sweatshirt. I’m in black leggings and a hoodie, which means we’re matching, except I’m being swallowed whole by the fabric (by choice), while his outfit is more athleisure and less garbage bag. He always looks put together, and I’m painfully conscious of how un–put together I look at this moment. He settles into the couch across me. Doesn’t meet my gaze.

Guess I deserve that.

“I started drawing up a research plan,” I say, waving my lab notebook-turned-block-of-lead in the air. The only way to mitigate the delirious confusion and mind-numbing embarrassment flooding my being is to get started on the work—and realizing I may have bitten off more than I could chew. “I’ve fleshed out the zenedine vector insertion methodology and started writing down ideas for the self-regulating microbiome. I have initial thoughts around setup and genetic modifications, but I didn’t make as much progress as I’d hoped.”

Or any progress, for that matter. I’m used to working through unpleasant health situations, but whatever has its nails sunk into my chest is challenging my superior focus. I’ve thought about Professor Clarke and my third strike only once. All my attention is going toward breathing, since my parasympathetic nervous system can’t be trusted anymore.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Tassinee interrupts. She’s pointing between us with a look I don’t care for. “I need to know what happened here.”

Jaden pulls out a handkerchief from his pocket and gingerly picks up my notebook. “I’ll look at this. Tass, do you want to work on the ‘Motivation for Research’ section?”

“Don’t ignore me, Abrahms,” Tassinee growls. She looks to me for support but I’m rescued by a stream of unforgiving glob that departs my body. I understand mucus plays a critical role in the immune system, but it has to be doing some damage. I’m drowning in it.

“I can help with developing the new hypothesis,” I say. Tassinee looks at me with a mixture of pity and disgust.

“Nope, you’re resting,” she says. “Preferably upstairs. We need to sanitize down here. If more than one of us is out of commission, we’re in serious trouble.”

“She’s right,” Jaden says, flipping through my notebook. “You’ve done enough.”

“I haven’t done nearly enough,” I protest. If they’re left with my ideas unsupervised, the holes will be too obvious. It’s a problem I’ve created and therefore a problem I need to fix, but the little open airway in my nose is shrinking, and it’s getting harder for me to speak and breathe at the same time. I shift my weight, and a wave of disorientation rattles my bones. I’m struck with the image of something thorny, an alien parasite deep within my body cavity, lacerating my flesh from the inside—what is this? My unfounded paranoia about radiation crescendos.

“I told you to get it checked out,” Tassinee has the gall to say. “If you’d taken care of your gnarly cough, things may not have gotten this bad.”

“It’s my body,” I say. “I know what I’ve lived with, and what needs care.” Well, right now I barely remember the color of socks I put on this morning, but that’s neither here nor there.

Jaden frowns. “You’ve been sick for weeks.”

My head slumps. “Not you too.”

“Upstairs,” Jaden orders. “Or one of us is going to carry you.”

“Don’t you dare.” I get to my feet. Normally I wouldn’t dream of following his instructions, but I’m dangerously close to passing out. Tassinee’s jaw slackens as I gather the blanket I’ve swaddled myself in.

“And don’t you think you get to avoid my questions,” she says to Jaden as I clamber up the stairs, teetering dangerously from side to side.

I can’t help but smile.



There’s this thing called the continuity hypothesis of dreaming.

Basically, it means that our dreams—and nightmares—reflect our lived realities, thoughts, or beliefs. It’s why we dream of taking tests the night before an exam, missing flights before a trip, or, in the case of fever dreams, experiencing death in a myriad of painful and exquisite ways. There’s something about that thermal stimulation that makes REM sleep a horrific time, and I’m paying the price.

In my nightmare, I’m strapped down to a hospital bed while a gowned figure stands above me. I squint at what they’re holding—it morphs from syringe, to flowers, to something larger, heavier. A hammer. I scream as they swing and miss, the hammer landing to my right. They swing again, this time to the left. A chilling laugh echoes as I realize they’re toying with me, a mouse trapped by its tail.

The figure’s hood comes off, and it’s Sofia.

“Aarya,” she whispers, the hammer hovering over my head. Her tears drop on my face, salty and wet. “Aarya, you have to run.”

I can’t move, the pressure on my chest builds, and this time when the hammer comes down, I—

I wake up crying, but the pounding continues.

Someone is knocking on my door.

“Go away, Tassinee!” I yell, but it’s barely a scratchy whisper.

“Not Tassinee, so I’ll be coming in.”

Jaden. The fog in my brain is as impenetrable as the one that rolls outside my window, because I’m dumbfounded as the door clicks open and he pokes his head in. He’s dressed in heather-gray sweats and a white V-neck, which looks like a variation of what he wore yesterday. Or was it the day before?

“How long have I been out?” I ask, yawning.

“It’s Saturday morning,” he says unhelpfully. To my horror, he reaches out to touch my face, and the back of my head bangs against the headboard in a frantic attempt to dodge contact. “Have you taken any meds?”

“My face is wet,” I say. “Get away from me.”

Jaden rolls his eyes. “Have you checked your temperature at least?”

“I don’t need to. I know I have a fever.” I sit up straight. Too fast. I press my eyes closed against the wooziness. “What are you even doing here?”

“Tassinee keeps texting me. Says you won’t stop working,” he says.

“Working is a generous term,” I grumble. I wish I was working, but I’ve been lying here partially comatose with sheets of paper scattered around my bed in an attempt to osmosis my way into productivity, all while ensconced in a deep state of panic and doubt. My skin is itchy, there are welts and red lines where I’ve scratched my arms in varying states of consciousness, and I can barely get a breath in. I hate being sick. I hate not being able to partake in the research. What if Professor Clarke deems this my final chance? Maccauley of all people aced the last test and is attending the board meeting next week, and it’s unacceptable that I haven’t come top of class yet. If it’s Saturday morning, then it’s been three days of not getting out of bed, missed coursework, and zero progress on this research proposal.

A research proposal I never should’ve proposed. My ego got in the way of a stellar project—if I’d listened to Jaden the first time, we could be pursuing his idea right now. Instead, I blundered into Professor Clarke’s office with something that sounded brilliant but had no clear path forward, and now we’re paying for it.

Jaden scoffs. “Did you or did you not read her part and tell her it wasn’t comprehensive?”

“She left out key assays in the evaluation of the modified bacteria’s functionality,” I argue, wobbling as I get out of bed. “She only mentioned siderophore production. What about cellulase degradation? Phosphate solubilization? Nitrogen—”

“It was an example,” Jaden says. “We were planning on finalizing details once you recover. This is just the proposal; we’re still refining our hypothesis.”

“So it wasn’t comprehensive,” I reply, and to really top off the embarrassment, my voice breaks. “I messed up.”

Jaden frowns. “Messed up what?”

“This,” I say, sniffling into my sleeve. Why does being sick have to make me so emotional? This might be the worst symptom of them all. I feel like a saltwater fish, comfortable and at ease with salinity, suddenly dropped into a freshwater body. I’m on the verge of exploding. Maybe—maybe my brain needs to shut up for a minute. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

There’s a long beat in which I staunchly avoid eye contact.

“You will once you’re better,” Jaden says, his harshness notably tempered. “You’re operating at a fraction of your usual know-it-all meter.”

I scowl in his direction. “I’m operating just fine.”

He sighs. “If you didn’t look like you’re on the verge of death, I’d throw something at you to prove you wrong.”

“I’m surprised that’s stopping you,” I say, but because the universe hates me, a sharp pain pierces my temple that very moment and I nearly keel over.

Except Jaden’s somehow teleported to my right, so I fall straight into his chest.

Warm hands close over my shoulders, steadying me. “I never thought I’d meet someone more stubborn that my brother,” Jaden grumbles, but he’s surprisingly gentle as he guides me to my bed. I’m still blinking away the spots in my vision when something cool and metallic touches my lips. “Under your tongue, come on.”

“Are you trying to poison—” My words die when I realize he’s holding out a thermometer. I’m so surprised that I obey, opening my mouth like a little kid.

“Did you bring this?” I ask around the instrument.

“You’re not supposed to talk,” he scolds. “And yes. I also left an ice pack downstairs, along with meds.”

That catches me off guard.

“You’re being nice,” I say suspiciously.

He glowers at me. “I am nice. You’re hard to be nice to.”

I wince, and his anger seems to melt.

“We’ll call it a sick truce,” he amends. “Once you’re better we can revert to our standard animosity. Now stop talking.”

I’m either so confused by his behavior or drained of all my energy, but I shut up this time, studying the worry on his face. Not sure what I’ve done to deserve any sort of care after my behavior, but I’ve missed being taken care of. I considered calling my parents, then chickened out.

The thermometer beeps, and he takes it out.

“Ninety-nine,” he declares. “Guess that’s low enough. I was about to drag you to the doctor.”

“That would be a violation of our truce—”

We both lift our chins as the smell of something burning comes through the door.

“Guys?” Tassinee calls from downstairs, voice tinged with fear.

“Oh no,” Jaden says, staring at the door. “She’s cooking.”

I’m on my feet, stumbling toward the stairs.

“I can handle it!” Jaden says, catching me around my waist. “Go back to bed!”

“I don’t trust either of you with this,” I tell him, willfully ignoring how his arm is the one thing keeping me from toppling down the stairs. Which is easy to do when we arrive at the kitchen to find a pan on the stove with hot oil crackling viciously off the shallow edges of the olive-green cookware. Tassinee’s pacing back and forth, wringing her hands uselessly.

“What is that?” I ask, eyes watering from the salty, spicy, acrid smoke.

“Krapow gai,” Tassinee says glumly, worrying her lip as Jaden rushes over to the pan. “It’s this stir-fry chicken dish my mom makes me when I’m sick.”

“Did you forget to stir the stir-fry?” Jaden asks, trying to scrape the food—if that’s what you can even call it—off the bottom of the pan.

I’m coughing violently. “You know, burning to this degree creates acrylamide, which is a carcinogen, and—”

“We know!” Jaden and Tassinee yell back.

“Well, turn it down!” I cry.

“I’ve got it,” Jaden mutters obstinately, inexplicably trying to salvage the dish.

Tassinee adds, “We thought it would be nice to study over a proper meal.”

“We’d be better off not eating that,” I say, when the pan catches fire. Literal flames.

Tassinee screams, stumbling back. Jaden, to my horror, fills a cup with water.

“Stop that!” I yell, whacking the glass out of his hands. “Tass, get me a towel.”

“I was going to put it out!” Jaden protests.

“You’re going to burn this place down,” I scold. Tassinee tosses me a towel from the bathroom, and I throw it over the flames. “For someone so smart you have the common sense of a peanut. Have neither of you cooked before?”

This is met with a painful silence. Followed by actual, nerve-tingling pain on my body.

“Uhh, your arms,” Jaden says, straightening.

Tassinee curses. “I’ll go get the first aid kit.”

“Wait, what?” I ask, woozy, but Jaden’s guiding me to the sink. The tap turns on, and then cool water is running over my stinging arms. They’re covered in welts, and the visual doesn’t help, sending pinpricks into all the soft parts of my brain matter. I can’t remember anything hurting like this since the time I—

The thought evaporates as quickly as it appeared. I frown, searching my head for the end of that memory, but it slips away like an early morning dream. I haven’t been burned before—at least I don’t think so. My memory’s gotten so fuzzy, no doubt because all my mental energy is stretched between coursework and Sofia and my teammates.

“She was trying to take care of you,” Jaden says. “She’s been worried.”

Tassinee clicks her tongue, appearing with the first aid kit. “It was his idea, actually. Said you needed nutrients that Mama noodles don’t provide.”

Something warms in my chest. Jaden turns the tap off and pulls out a tube labeled BURN GEL.

“Clearly you’re not familiar with the healing properties of instant noodles,” I say.

He lets out a short huff, squeezing gel onto his index finger, hesitating as he brings it to my arm. This is strangely intimate, and I would fight him off except I can barely stay upright. Tassinee’s rummaging through something behind us, so I stand there like a puppet while he dresses my burns.

“You can’t go on about acrylamide and not talk about MSG,” he comments. His fingers are ridiculously soft, or maybe my skin is just that tender. “You called me smart, so you should listen to me.”

“I did not call you smart,” I say. “I called you a peanut.”

He shakes his head. Tassinee’s moved on to cleaning up the mess in the kitchen. Jaden steps back to admire his handiwork.

“But since we have a truce, thank you,” I say, before I lose my nerve. Then I add sternly, “You can’t hold this against me.”

“Hmm, we’ll see,” he says with an impish grin that has a confusing, warming effect on me. “Go on now, upstairs.”

“You’re such a mother hen,” I whine, trying to ignore the weird fluttering in my stomach. “I don’t want to go up there.”

“Just lie down,” Tassinee calls. “Since you’re insisting on working, you might as well get comfortable.”

Jaden mutters something about me being unreasonable, but he doesn’t protest as I fall onto the couch and turn into a potato for the hours that follow. He brings me the ice pack and medicines while Tassinee organizes unburnt, unacrylamidey food, and we fall into a strange, comfortable rhythm over the weekend.



It’s a miracle how little we’ve accomplished despite working all of Sunday. It’s almost 11 p.m. and we’ve barely finished fleshing out our experimental approach after taking a few hours to review coursework for the midterm. Whoever created this schedule is a monster.

I scratch my arm. My skin has only grown more irritated since the (thankfully minor) burns, and it’s got me half considering if our couch has bed bugs. Or maybe it’s those weird biting flies that swarmed my dead succulent. Tassinee glances pityingly in my direction, so I brace myself for yet another Go rest, Aarya, but I’m saved by her phone ringing.

“Who keeps their phone sound on anymore?” Jaden groans. He’s one to talk—I nearly bit his head off when he insisted on watching his brother’s basketball game at maximum volume.

Tassinee glides out of her seat, studying whatever is on her screen with a telling grimace. “Be right back,” she says. “And try not to kill each other while I’m gone.”

She slips into her bedroom, and we hear only a low “What do you want?” before the door closes.

Jaden’s doing that kinesthetic-learning clicking thing with his pen, but I know he’s not paying attention to the paper.

“You’ve been sweating for the last twenty minutes,” he says at last.

“If you put a fraction of the energy that you spend watching me into this proposal, we would be done by now,” I say smoothly. There’s definitely a sheen of moisture on my forehead, but I don’t want to wipe it away while he’s busy scrutinizing me.

“Seriously, what exactly do you think is going to happen if you go rest?”

“The work will be subpar.”

There’s an uncomfortable quiet, because we know our paper isn’t great. The more time we spend on it, the more obvious it is that Professor Clarke made the wrong decision. I rewind his comment saying that Jaden’s idea wasn’t up to the Institute’s standards, then think back to my annoying teammate and his tutoring side hustle. I’m not expecting the anger that pours into me, fighting congestion for the very limited real estate in my head.

“We already outlined it while you were drooling into the couch, and you’ve signed off on it,” he reminds me. “You’re making things worse for yourself.”

I bite down on my tongue because damn it, he’s right, but the thought of abandoning this unfinished sends a wave of nausea through me. They did outline the proposal without me, and conducted the fundamental research to back up our hypothesis, and fleshed out our references. I have to begrudgingly admit they did a decent job given the circumstances. But there’s a small voice in my head asking if they need me at all, if they’d be better off without my interference. Every day I’m around these people who bring so much to the table, and I feel ridiculously replaceable. I’ve hinged so much of my worth on the potential I can unlock in the world, and while admittance to the Institute was a fine validation of this core belief, it’s done nothing but make me question it since.

I could disappear, and it wouldn’t make a difference.

Jaden pulls the draft out from under my fingertips. “Clarke hasn’t let you come to classes like this, and he won’t let you into the lab in this condition. We’re going to need you to pull off all the assays. Look at this.” He’s pointing angrily at our experimental plan. “We need all hands on deck.”

“But the midterm—”

“We don’t have a test tomorrow because of the proposal and midterm deadlines, so use that big brain of yours, let us wrap this up, and you recover so you can get back to your bizarre study methods for the midterm.”

“I do not have bizarre study methods,” I grumble, getting to my feet. The residence sways dangerously and I catch myself on the edge of the table. “But remember to mention our future steps, that we’re going to identify the ideal candidate for genetic modification—”

Jaden’s ushering me toward the stairs. “As a bridge into our self-regulating biome work, yes, yes, you’ve told us a thousand times by now.”

Tassinee walks in at that very moment. “Here, let me help you up,” she says with the sort of tone that implies she’s been waiting for me to come around.

“I’m not a child,” I protest, but my legs are jelly.

“Mom says we’re all children when we’re sick,” Tassinee replies firmly.

It’s the sharpest relief to collapse into bed. Tassinee’s refilling the glass of water by my bed.

“Thank you,” I say.

“We’re just trying to get you better quicker so you can contribute,” Tassinee says dryly, drawing the blinds closed. “Need anything else?”

I shiver under the thick down blanket. “Could you pass me my red hoodie and sweats? I need another layer.”

Tassinee rummages through my clothes, which are half hung up on black plastic hangers, the other half dumped on the floor.

“I should get paid for this,” she complains, lifting a pair of sweatpants with the edges of her shimmering nails before tossing them to me. I swing my legs out from under the covers and put them on, hungry for warmth.

“I can’t find a red hoodie. Will this do?” she asks, holding out a thick black cardigan. I frown, then remember that I left my hoodie with Sofia.

My blood chills as I recall her appearance in my nightmare, followed swiftly by the memory of the last time I saw her. I’ve been so sick, getting out to see her hasn’t been in the realm of possibility.

“Sure,” I call out, and two seconds later the cardigan lands on my face.

Tassinee laughs as I struggle to find the armholes, then abruptly goes quiet.

“What’s this?”

She’s looking at something on the floor in front of my closet. I roll over so I can see. “What’s what—”

The art from the tree house. She sifts through the stack, one bizarre picture after another, but I don’t remember bringing them back to the residence.

“I didn’t know you draw,” she says, giddy.

I can’t summon a response fast enough. In a moment I’ll see several paths to a way out of this, so many diversions to avoid what she’s about to come across, but for now I sit there, stunned, as she gets to the last page.

The note from the library.

“If you want to win the research position…” She traces out the words. Confusion scrunches her face. She turns the page around and, in doing so, sees the words on the back of the art.

“It’s not what it looks like,” I say, but the rest of the sentence is stuck in my throat, because I don’t know what it looks like. Worse, I don’t know what it means.

“Is someone threatening you?” Tassinee asks.

“What?” I hobble over, barely paying attention to the chilly floor when I realize she’s holding something I’ve never seen. In addition to the art and the library note is another letter inked in black. It’s scrawled in the same sloppy capitalized handwriting, its message clear.

IF YOU WANT TO LIVE LEAVE THE INSTITUTE

Blood rushes from my head to my feet as if my circulatory system has been cleaved in half. I snatch the papers from her. “It’s nothing,” I choke out, hiding them behind my back, like that’ll erase this memory from her mind.

“Aarya—”

“Please leave.” I point at the door. “Now.”

She looks like she wants to argue, but there’s raw, genuine horror there. Pain lances through my head and I repeat, “Leave.”

This time she obliges. The door slams shut in her wake, and the sheer weight of these weeks—the work, the mysteries, the social interactions and delicately strung politics—crushes me like a booted heel to an anthill.

I’m scattering into the ether, unsure if I can find my way back.
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The door to Professor Clarke’s office is closed when I arrive, and from the muffled voices inside, he’s not alone.

“Is someone out there?” Professor Clarke calls, sounding extremely irritable.

The Aarya prior to this latest bout of sickness would have turned on her heel and run, and I contemplate doing just that. I can’t risk a third strike, whatever that constitutes, but I can’t live with things as they are either. This is Aarya 2.0: recovered, rested, and braver than before. I hope, anyway.

I take a steadying breath and call, “It’s me,” before wanting to whack myself in the head. It’s me? As if I show up here frequently enough to introduce myself without a name.

“Come in!”

I swallow hard, nudge the door open, then jerk when I find Maccauley hunched over Professor Clarke’s desk. I’m sure I don’t look great right now, but he looks downright awful. His dark green shirt is untucked and rumpled, his navy tie is loose around his neck, and there are suspicious stains on his charcoal pants. His cheeks are flushed, hair mussed, and I swear he’s vibrating on the spot.

Professor Clarke seems unbothered by the state of last week’s test winner, the one expected at the Institute’s board meeting in a few hours.

“What you’re asking for isn’t possible,” Maccauley says to Professor Clarke, ignoring me. “And our approach is proving problematic—”

“Then it’s a problem with your approach,” Professor Clarke cuts him off. I sink deeper into the walls. “Let me remind you that we have already had success here. Now please leave—this is not the time or place.”

“When is it the time?” Maccauley argues, practically frothing at the mouth. “You say you’ve had previous successful transfers, but you won’t provide details. And if my hypothesis is right, then—”

“Not the time or place, Mr. Loughlin,” Professor Clarke says to Maccauley, and this time I can tell he’s upset. But Maccauley doesn’t leave. Instead, his head swivels to me, revealing dark pupils blown wide open.

“You okay?” I ask. He’s freaking me out, panting like there’s something he wants to say. He licks his lips and takes a step in my direction. I automatically move back.

“Mr. Loughlin,” Professor Clarke warns. Maccauley lets out a strange grunt, then, without saying a single word, brushes past me. It’s only when the door swings shut behind him that I force out a breath and try to relax.

“What was that?” I ask.

“We were discussing his research,” Professor Clarke replies, breezing past how ill and uneasy his student looked, not to mention how combative that exchange was.

“What are they transferring?” I ask.

And why is Professor Clarke this involved with their work? He’s barely met with my team since our presentation, and frankly, there hasn’t been a need. I haven’t been around Maccauley or the others recently given the state of my health, but I sift through what I’ve gathered about their research. Bishop let a little slip when we were working on our last physics problem set, something about using zenedine to re-create pain, specifically triggered by smell. It’s all very bizarre and he didn’t provide any detail when I pressed him on the applications of their work, instead launching into a long, passionate speech on the hippocampus.

“You’ll hear soon enough.” Professor Clarke eyes the report in my hands. “Are you here to drop off your team’s proposal?”

I nod, placing it on the table. I need to shower after the way Maccauley just stared me down, but first I have to execute the plan I put together last night. Thankfully, my cold has simmered down to a point where I can have a convincing conversation without sounding pathetic, and my weird skin issues have isolated to one last stubborn welt on my right bicep. Professor Clarke sets his reading glasses by a steaming cup of coffee.

“Good, I’m glad you came. I’ve been meaning to speak with you myself,” he says.

My rehearsed speech comes to a screeching halt. I was hoping to skate right past the circumstances of our last conversation, but that was wishful thinking. “Right.”

He cracks his knuckles. “I’ve wanted to see how you’re doing. You have been having a harder time settling in with the others.”

“Uhh, I guess,” I say. I don’t think he’s trying to talk about the Jaden incident, unless he somehow found out that’s why I was off campus. “It’s gotten better recently. Besides, I’m used to working on my own.”

He leans forward on his elbows. “Ah, but that isn’t the point of this program.”

“I know that, and that’s why I’m here,” I say, glancing at the report that he has yet to touch. He hasn’t asked me to sit and it feels like I’m putting on a bit of a show. “I’ve been thinking about the discussion we had as a team, and I believe we should be pursuing Jaden’s idea. I’ve been continually drawn to it while working on our proposal, and the widespread impact it could have. He has such a clear vision too, and if you listened to him—”

“You would rather abandon your idea?” he asks. There’s a strange glimmer in his eye that catches me off guard.

“Y-yes,” I stutter. “In fact, I added an initial draft to our report. At the end. It talks through the implications of his work, and I know we’re running low on time, but this is worth the effort. I’m hoping you’ll reconsider.”

“Interesting.” He purses his lips. “While I admire your initiative here—and we would no doubt like to see more of this from you, especially after your last transgression—I’m afraid you have chosen the wrong battle. Jaden’s idea is unsuitable.”

“How is it unsuitable?” I ask, wincing at how he says transgression. “It’s well researched. If you’d take a look at what’s in there, you’ll see.” My speech is out the window; I’m nervous and babbling, like that first day in the debate. Maybe I should’ve let Tassinee and Jaden in on this.

The small smirk on Professor Clarke’s face fades.

“I’ve made my decision on this matter,” he says firmly. “Please find your way out.”

“But—”

“Aarya, I do not take kindly to impertinence,” he says, with such unbridled anger that I take an involuntary step back. “I thought we talked about this. Your next mistake will be your last.”

Professor Clarke turns his attention back to his computer. Dismissed, and just like that, all my strength melts around frazzled nerves. I clench my fists and march out the door, only to slam into someone waiting outside.

It’s Tassinee, and a few feet behind her, Jaden.

From the looks on their faces, they heard everything.

“We saw the proposal was gone,” Tassinee says. Jaden looks unmoored. “We thought we were going to come hand it in together, so we came here, but…”

Hot, angry tears burn my eyes and I pull away, leaving them behind.



Tassinee finds me sitting in the hallway to the library.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I warn her, picking at the perfectly unpilled carpeting. She collapses next to me with a thump.

“You mean with Clarke? Sure,” she says with a shrug. “But I’m not here about that.”

The letters. I was hoping she’d leave me alone after I shunned her from my room, but apparently she was biding her time.

“They’re nothing,” I say, searching for incoming passersby. Windale’s team is somewhere up here, as both Maccauley and Bishop headed up the stairs shortly before me. The last thing I need is to run into Maccauley again, or for either of them to overhear this conversation. Getting caught sneaking off campus and falling sick right after means I’m lagging in my investigations, but the strange new note she found, the most obviously threatening one, is a reminder that I’ve let my guard down. “They’re probably just a prank, because last I checked, no one’s hurt me, and they stopped after week one.”

I’m also not sure if the notes were ever threatening to begin with. Everything on campus, in this city, is a little bit off. What if these messages have been warnings? It would change my entire approach, and I can’t help but feel like I’m missing something significant. About zenedine, where it comes from, how it’s being used, and the immeasurable impact it’s having on everything in its vicinity. My arm throbs, drawing attention to the light red welt on the inside of my elbow. Like an extra-angry mosquito bite.

Tassinee looks unimpressed. “Listen, I’m not asking you to go to Clarke or the police or anything that drastic. But at least tell your parents? Someone should be aware of this.”

My parents, who are so mad at me they haven’t even bothered reaching out. I cover the irritated skin with my spare hand. “Not an option.”

“Why not?”

Because they’d get me out of here. Whether the notes are a threat or warning, it would be the end of my dreams. I wish we weren’t in this standoff so I could call my mom, tell her about all of this without infantilizing myself in the same breath. But it’s either perfect competence, or back home. “It’s just not,” I repeat.

Tassinee bites her lip, her baby-pink chrome nails tapping against her arm. “I can tell my mom.”

“And what in the world is your mother supposed to do about this?” I ask, astonished. “You can barely have a conversation with her about what you want to do with your life.”

This is the most we’ve said to each other about our families. I gave up on remembering where I know her from a long time ago, and have accepted the whole situation to be some sort of Mandela effect, or memories of seeing her in the news. Of course, the little I’ve indirectly absorbed has told me enough about Tassinee—a portrait of the daughter with a silver spoon stuffed into her hand, treacle poured down her throat.

A thought clicks into place. “Was it you?” I ask, a pit opening in my stomach. I’d ruled her out completely, but it’s all too convenient that she “found” a new letter in a stack I haven’t touched. My arm itches. “Is that how you think this’ll help you? Tell her your roommate is receiving threats and get pulled out of the program?”

“What?” Tassinee’s face twists. “Aarya, not everyone’s as self-centered as you.” Her voice rises several octaves and I want to ask her to keep it down, but it’s already too late. “I want to tell my mother because she works for the Institute.”

A laugh bubbles out of my mouth, but her face is straighter than a ruler.

“Like as a researcher?” I whisper-ask. It’s strangely isolating, bordering on traitorous. But it makes sense. Her admission to this program, largely against her will, under a heavy legacy. Her familiarity with Professor Clarke, her inexplicable friendship with Maccauley. Her pushing me into that room, helping me eavesdrop on a board meeting.

“She’s a pretty senior doctor,” Tassinee confirms, avoiding my gaze.

I inject my voice with acid. “Even more of a reason not to say a word.”

Behind Tassinee, Windale comes out of the library to head toward the restroom, but I know she’s really out here to listen to us fight. Tassinee is not done with this conversation, but I’m not about to hash it out for an audience. There’s a private study a few steps away, so I launch to my feet and pull her behind me. The door swings open to reveal Maccauley and Bishop sitting around the desk, lines of white powder next to a rolled-up hundred-dollar bill.

I’m not sure who’s more surprised. The door clicks behind us. Bishop’s hunched over the table, a black credit card hanging from his fingers.

Tassinee is first to break.

“Did you seriously not even lock the door?” she asks.

Maccauley laughs and there’s no sign of the jittery, borderline scary guy from Professor Clarke’s office. He’s relaxed—and strung out as a kite. His skin is patchy and red, muscles watery as he slumps over the table. Bishop looks a bit better, waving at me with a goofy grin on his face, but they’re both clearly past any point of reasoning. The window behind them is cracked open an inch, but I can still smell whatever it is they’re airing out.

“Don’t you have a board meeting to get to?” I ask, confused by his erratic behavior. I look at the clock and yup, it’s almost noon. The meeting starts at two. Maccauley looks in no condition to walk back to his residence, let alone show up to a professional event.

“Mac, your dad is going to kill you,” Tassinee says, hurrying to pick his tie up off the ground. I’m not sure I know who my roommate is. She loops the navy band around his neck, then follows it with a smack across his head. “We’ve got a midterm day after tomorrow too, you bozo.”

Maccauley rubs his head. “Shit,” he says, like he’s been reminded of a doctor’s appointment. “Can you stall Clarke? I’ll be out in a minute.”

Bishop rises to his feet obediently and approaches me. “Good to see you’re feeling better.”

I cringe at his disgusting breath. “You and me both.”

Up close, his pupils could be saucers. “Guess I’ll see you around.”

“You should shower before you head over,” Tassinee tells Maccauley as Bishop leaves.

“Lay off,” Maccauley says, aggressively trying to get the knot of his necktie in place. His knuckles are red, and there’s a bite to his voice I don’t like. “You’re acting like your mother.”

Well, maybe Tassinee’s confession wouldn’t have been as much of a revelation had I paid the slightest bit of attention.

My roommate isn’t bothered by his tone. She eyes the powder with distaste. “Do you want me to call her up and tell her about this so you can compare?”

Maccauley laughs. “Yeah, I bet she’d just love that with the disappointment you’ve been lately.”

It’s unmistakable: They both glance at me at the same time. Tassinee says, “Aarya—”

“I’m going to go,” I say, backing away. I’ve never been comfortable around Maccauley, and I’ll never shake the way he looked at me in Professor Clarke’s office this morning. Neither moves to stop me.

The last thing I see are the tendons in Maccauley’s neck protruding, like there’s something foreign under his skin, itching to burst free.
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It’s midterm day, and classes earlier this week were cancelled to give us time to prep.

Exam stress has almost gotten my mind off Sofia, never mind that I check the tree house at least once a day, or that I’m jumping at every moving shadow, hoping she’s finally come to find me. My frustration is growing, but so is my concern. She’s a kid being experimented on, and none of our interactions have suggested she has any appropriate adult support. Maybe after this midterm is over, I’ll broach the subject with Professor Clarke. He might be more amenable to my ideas after I nail this test. Or I could loop Jaden and Tassinee in.

Not that any of us have time for socializing. Tassinee’s been studying, or at least pretending to, and we’ve swapped study locations. She’s at the library; I’m hiding in my bedroom, savoring the strange quiet as we skate around our last awkward interaction with Maccauley and Bishop. My superficial burns have mostly healed, and the last welts on my arms are gone. It’s the law of averages—everything has regressed to the mean.

At least I’m prepared.

Tassinee left early for the test, so I’ve haunted the living room, pacing back and forth as I recite my notes. I go to the kitchen cabinet to grab some nuts, so focused on cramming in the last details of biochemical cycles that I hit my head on the open cupboard door.

I hiss through my teeth, rubbing the tender spot on my temple. That’s what I get for studying over the sink; it’s probably a sign that I should get going. The clock reads 7:55 a.m. I’m going to get to the classroom with at least twenty minutes to the exam start time. Lucky socks and sweatshirt are on, a fountain of knowledge is prepared to spurt from my aching head, and I’m going to ace this thing.

The sky is gloomy, and imprints of early drops shine from the banisters lining our porch. Petrichor clings to the water droplets, as well as something intensely, cloyingly floral. It reminds me of … Sofia? I glance around the empty residences. The tulip scent is undeniable.

“Sofia?” I ask, walking around the porch as if she’s standing there in wait. The floorboards creak but no one’s here; I’m following the sounds of a ghost. The smell grows stronger, setting off a buzzing in my head that intensifies. My foot hits something hard.

I hop back to find three pots on the side porch: a golden ivy, a monstera, and a succulent. There’s a small card tucked under the monstera. I dust it off and flip it over, heart plummeting down my body.

To replace the one you lost.

I turn it over, dumbfounded. I was half expecting another threat, but this looks like a gift? The one I lost … do they mean my succulent? Or was this accidentally left here for someone else? The lingering pain in my head pulses as I contemplate what to do with three random plants, then decide to move them to the window in my bedroom. As I place the last one down, I check the clock.

Eight thirty-two a.m. I frown at the angle between the clock arms, uncertain why they look so wrong. There’s this overwhelming sense that I’ve forgotten something important, some place I need to be—

—The midterm started two minutes ago.

I’m so, so screwed.

Self-flagellation wouldn’t be half of what I deserve for this. How did this even happen? I’d left plenty of time to get to the test, and moving the plants took five minutes, max. I’m discombobulated, scrambling for purchase on time that’s slipped away. My hair slips out from my hair tie, whipping against my cheeks as I race toward the Institute. The gentle drizzle grows heavier until it’s a steady downpour, softening the ground until my feet are caught by earth. A sob escapes my tight chest, and for a moment I consider falling and feigning dire injury as an excuse, but I’m neither brave nor delusional enough to give in to the urge.

The doorknob slips in my palm. I’m probably tracking muddy, wet footprints on the carpet, adding fuel to the fire that Professor Clarke is going to roast me over. As I turn the corner, I skitter to a stop. Everyone’s standing outside the testing room. Most of their backs are turned to me; Professor Clarke is towering over them, angled in my direction, but he’s gesticulating too angrily to notice my arrival.

“The electrochemical detector has never gone off in this building,” he says, steely.

Water drips from my hair to the carpet. The lab electrochemical detectors? They’re meant to identify potential chemical hazards: nerve or choking agents, otherwise lethal substances.

“I swear I saw the light turn on,” Tassinee says, glancing at Jaden. “He saw it too.”

“I did,” Jaden chimes in.

“Don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing,” Professor Clarke says. “I have checked and cleared the lab. We shall proceed with the—”

His voice breaks as he notices me hovering at the back. I give up on my far-fetched hope that my drenched state will distract from the fact that I’m so very late to a midterm. Even if it hasn’t started yet.

“Aarya,” Professor Clarke says, pinning me with a bone-chilling stare. Everyone else turns. Tassinee visibly slumps with relief, and Jaden shakes his head, a small smile creeping onto his face. “I thought we talked about your timeliness, but you don’t seem to have learned a thing.”

“I’m so sorry,” I say, but the truth is I can barely contain my relief. “I—”

“I have had quite enough of hearing from you all today,” Professor Clarke says, reaching for the door. Both Tassinee and Jaden look sufficiently sheepish. “Everyone inside. We will be starting now.”

“But isn’t there a hazard in the lab?” I ask, hesitating. Windale is staring at Jaden with immense confusion. Maccauley is watching me with a petrifying blank expression, while Bishop is fidgety. Neither of them has said a word to me since I caught them with drugs, but their behavior has changed. Bishop’s a lot less chatty and Maccauley’s always watching me. It’s creepy, and one of the many reasons I’ve stuck to my residence lately.

“There is no hazard,” Professor Clarke grits out as everyone shuffles inside. “Please take a seat so we can begin. Your team has delayed us enough and I will penalize you all if this continues.”

It’s the first time he’s come close to raising his voice. I hurry after my classmates, taking quick stock of the bare exam room. No start time on the board, empty desks. I drop in my seat between Jaden and Tassinee as Professor Clarke starts slapping booklets onto desks.

Your team has delayed us enough. Surely they wouldn’t have …

“Thank you?” I whisper uncertainly.

Jaden shrugs. “Can’t afford to have you kicked out now, can we?”

“No more talking,” Professor Clarke says. Tassinee grins.

An unexpected warmth blossoms in my chest as an empty test arrives in front of me. My head’s still tender and spinning from the time slippage, but having them on either side is anchoring. I take long, deep inhales that settle my nerves. One thing at a time.

I pick up my pen and start reading.



Here’s the thing about big milestones in the program—everything else that’s put on hold for the transient period of preparation comes barreling into focus the moment it’s over. We revel in approximately fifteen minutes of peace before it’s time to turn our attention to the next thing.

Professor Clarke hands me our research proposal draft on my way out of the midterm. I flip through it, resignedly noting that he left my attempt at re-pitching Jaden’s idea in the report, but the pages don’t have a single pen mark on them. Like it wasn’t even worth his time. Tassinee has to speak to her mom about something vaguely important, while Jaden wants to head back to the lab, so I offer to take on the first round of edits. A couple hours in the library pass with little progress; my brain’s not in it. I’m groggy from the lack of sleep, replaying questions from the midterm, and rewriting better answers.

Jaden’s looking more confused than I care for when I give up and head downstairs. He’s standing in front of our biological safety cabinet, scrutinizing the results of our most recent trial. A tuft of his hair sticks out above his safety glasses, and I have a bizarre urge to tuck it under.

Okay, just because he and Tassinee saved my future at the Institute doesn’t mean my brain has to entertain thoughts like that. Being a little delusional and thinking he was maybe, slightly, just a little attractive when I was sick was one thing, but it’s time to get it together.

“No one here knows how to take a break, huh,” Tassinee says, bounding down the stairs behind me.

“Everyone but us,” I comment, scanning the empty lab. “Where are the others? I didn’t see them in the library earlier, and the common room sounded empty.”

“Napping?” Tassinee asks. “Which is what I would be doing if you two weren’t so determined to show me up.”

“Yeah, well, I’d noticed something weird before and it’s been bugging me since pre-midterm,” Jaden says.

My stomach sinks. “What’s weird?”

With all our studying and report work, we haven’t had a ton of time to devote to the zenedine exploratory research component of our coursework. Our latest trials analyze how zenedine in DNA impacts cell death. Apoptosis, or cell apocalypse, as Tass likes to write in big googly letters in our research notebook. Tassinee and I ran two separate assays to measure cell death independently. It’s redundant work, because they should get us the same conclusion, but we’re covering our bases.

Nothing shocked me about my results; we hypothesized that zenedine cells are more reactive to environmental stressors, so they should die at a higher rate than control, a.k.a. non-zenedine, cells. Which is pretty much what I saw. I haven’t had a chance to look at her results, though.

“Look at the levels of caspase activation in zenedine cells versus the control,” Jaden says, referring to my report.

“Yeah, they’re high,” I remark. Caspase is the executioner enzyme. “Isn’t that what we said it would be?”

“Wait, what?” Tassinee asks, yanking my results in her direction as though they’re remotely surprising.

“Yes, but,” Jaden says, pushing Tassinee’s results toward me, “look at the PS exposure results.”

I expect them to be high as well. Like caspase activation, PS exposure is a common marker of apoptosis. PS, or phosphatidylserine, is the cellular equivalent of a sign that says EAT ME! But when I look at the numbers …

“There’s no PS exposure in zenedine cells?” I ask, unable to make sense of it, looking at the numbers for the control cells. High PS exposure, as expected.

These results are the opposite of anything I’ve seen. We’re seeing zenedine cells die, but not seeing the signal that marks them for death.

“I was going to talk to you both about this, but I thought it could wait until after the midterm,” Tassinee says. “Do we think zenedine alters the apoptosis pathway? That there’s a different marker we’re missing?”

I have to think this through. “Could be. Or something about zenedine interferes with PS exposure…”

Or we messed something up. “We should run another trial, of course, and think through further analyses.”

“Sure,” Jaden says absentmindedly. “But that isn’t what’s bothering me.”

Tassinee and I exchange a glance. Jaden spins toward us. “Remember that weird blue soil sample I told you all about? After the demonstration?”

“The one with the blood plants?” I ask.

Jaden nods. “I may have collected a sample when I saw it.”

“Only you would have time for extra independent work,” Tassinee quips.

But there’s a strange tingling sensation shivering up my spine. “And?”

Jaden worries his lip. “I ended up isolating some bacteria from it and decided to run the same experiments that we’re doing with zenedine. We had everything ready.”

He pushes his personal notebook in our direction. Tassinee and I stare at the numbers; she’s mumbling under her breath, and my head is spinning. Caspase activity—high. PS exposure—negligible. The same trend we’re seeing with our zenedine vectors.

“But there’s no zenedine in that soil,” I insist. That wouldn’t make any sense. To our knowledge, these experiments are closed-door; it’s the Institute’s milestone project, their best-kept secret.

But I’ve known all along that something isn’t adding up.

“The leaks…,” Tassinee says, shaking her head. “What would a leak even look like? You think someone accidentally released zenedine bacteria out into the soil?”

“There could be exogenous zenedine DNA in the soil from fragments of dead cells,” Jaden says. “Other bacteria could have absorbed zenedine via horizontal gene transfer.”

But that doesn’t explain the birds, the cat, the sheer scale of weirdness going about.

“I think it’s to do with how they’re making zenedine,” I tell them, before filling them in on my theory. About the amount of energy it would take to create zenedine, how it would need some kind of ionizing radiation to free electrons up and break natural covalent bonds in known nitrogenous bases.

“There would be no escaping that,” Tassinee says, visibly paling. “Maybe we’re overreacting, because we’d feel those effects, right?”

Is she not feeling any effects? I’m considering confessing what I’ve been experiencing, how my memories are turning up emptier each day, how time slipped through my fingers this morning, how my medications aren’t quite working. About Sofia, and how she’s vanished off the face of the earth. But there are too many consequences to such an admission, and as much as I’m starting to like my teammates, I don’t trust them with my secrets just yet.

“We need to rerun these trials,” Tassinee says with renewed resolve. “Do you have more of those isolates?”

“In the incubation room,” Jaden says. “Let me show you.”

He doesn’t get a chance. Someone races down the stairs.

It’s Windale, in zero PPE. She runs up to Jaden and grabs his arm. “Have you seen Maccauley?” she asks, and there’s a terror there that turns my blood to ice.

Tassinee shakes her head. “Not since the midterm.”

“Haven’t really seen anyone since the midterm,” I say.

Windale tears away from Jaden, her bright blue eyes frazzled. Jaden shifts uneasily at her touch but doesn’t move away. Something in my stomach turns.

“He was supposed to meet us two hours ago to get back to the lab,” she says. “We thought maybe his driver picked him up for something with his dad, but no one’s seen or heard from him since the test. We’ve been searching for the last hour. We can’t find Maccauley anywhere.”
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There’s a police officer in the common room.

It’s strange seeing someone in a uniform that isn’t covered up with a lab coat, and even those are restricted to the lower level. He’s an aberration, a tall burly man with trim salt-and-pepper hair and a firm square jaw. His hands rest on his hips, caressing the shiny grip of his gun as he talks to Professor Clarke up front. There’s a media frenzy outside, flashes of cameras reflecting off the Teslas parked in our previously quaint Institute grounds. I can’t believe they’ve been let in past the fence, but the Loughlins insisted, wanting full media coverage for their missing son.

That’s how I know it’s serious. Everyone who matters is here.

I’m sandwiched between Jaden and Tassinee on the crimson couch. Windale is perched on the armrest next to Jaden, and whatever she’s been whispering in his ear this whole time is causing him to tense. Bishop arrives last, disheveled from being out searching.

“Is this bad?” Windale asks.

“Do you think the cops would be here if it weren’t?” Tassinee snaps.

I can’t help but cling to Windale’s willful ignorance. This whole situation feels wrong, like it’s escalated beyond a reasonable point. I understand who Maccauley is—more specifically, who his father is—and why his disappearance would cause panic, but surely he’s strung out somewhere, asleep at a friend’s. We just wrapped our midterm—he had all the reasons to let off steam.

“I don’t understand how this could happen,” Bishop says. “How do they even know he’s been taken?”

“Taken?” Windale cries, clutching Jaden’s thigh. “Don’t spread rumors.”

“It’s what I heard them say,” Bishop argues, nodding toward the entrance to the common room. “They say there’s evidence he was kidnapped.”

Tassinee’s gone ghost white. I squeeze her hand, not sure what to say. She’s been statuesque since Windale found us, and I keep leaning toward her to make sure she’s breathing.

“There has to be a reasonable answer here,” Jaden says. “We were all together hours ago. Who was with him last?”

“Bishop and I went back to our residences,” Windale says. “Tass was with him.”

Tassinee starts likes she’s been electrocuted. “Yeah, I had to call my mom. He said he was going to take a walk. I left him on the forest path.”

Silence. My hand is still wrapped around hers and her pulse flutters against the tip of my index finger. Tassinee saw him last.

“Could he have … fallen?” Bishop asks hesitantly, sitting on the floor before us. He leans his head on my knees. “Be injured in the woods somewhere?”

We all know Maccauley’s proclivities, and I can’t help but think of some of his odd behavior of late; that day at Clarke’s office, and the empty, dead look in his eyes ever since. I’d pinned it on stress, a golden boy facing actual pressure for a change, but it’s feeling more sinister in his absence.

“You’re asking all the right questions, Mr. Gunthry.” Professor Clarke appears in the doorway. The cop is watching us over folded arms. I wonder what observations he’s cataloging about us, about this place. The Institute has largely been barred to outsiders, meaning this is the first time so many have been invited within the perimeter. Does he see the way we settle into one another’s magnetic fields? Does he picture where Maccauley belongs, nestled between Bishop and Tassinee? How pulling him out has shifted the rest of us, destabilized a core and left us adrift?

“I will do my best to provide all the answers I can,” Professor Clarke says. Despite the events of the day, he looks put together, dressed in dark gray trousers and a crisp white shirt, uncreased from the hectic morning. The only difference is his eyes. They’re the same twilight gray, but a fog has settled over them, dimming any light.

The cop clears his throat. “How about I take this one, Hector?” he asks.

Clarke smiles, but it’s devoid of warmth.

“Your peer, Mr. Maccauley Loughlin, has been missing since this morning,” the cop says. “We are unable to release too many details, as it’s still early in the investigation. I asked you all to be brought here because we are trying to piece together the events before and after he was last seen. I hope you will all be open to speaking with me today.”

Jaden perceptibly stiffens. I’m not sure Tassinee’s breathing anymore.

“You want to question us?” Bishop asks.

I’ll let the white guy take this one.

The cop laughs. “No one is being questioned. We’re gathering information.”

“Okay, because we’d need our parents here otherwise, right?” Windale asks. “Shouldn’t we get them here anyway?”

My heart turns to rock. They can’t reach out to my parents. I look at Professor Clarke, but he’s either oblivious to the desperation on my face or ignoring me intentionally.

“Don’t worry,” the cop says, but the warmth in his tone is notably tempered. “We will be arranging for that.”

He switches topics, talking about increased security and curfews, but I’m having trouble paying attention to his droning voice. It feels like someone’s mixed volatile compounds, and it’s only a matter of time before everything combusts.



Despite the cop’s ominous parting words, our routine remains unchanged over the next two days.

The detectives have largely left us alone, and Professor Clarke ushers us into a cocoon of naivety. We’re still attending classes, trying to pretend like we don’t notice Maccauley’s empty seat. We congregate in the lab to rerun our apoptosis trials, silently sharing equipment, hours filled with nothing but the clicks of pipette tips and scratching of pencil on paper. The occasional ring of a timer as it runs down its count. And in the evenings, it’s the same steady stream of people peeling away from the library as the night wears down its nails to a bloody nub.

As always, Jaden and I are the last ones left. We moved on to more complex reaction mechanisms in our o-chem unit this morning, and I’m freshly reminded of how not visual of a learner I am. I’ve spent the last hour sketching out the different alkene reactions on my whiteboard with the goal of being able to replicate them blindfolded. But my hand is wandering aimlessly, and I’m thinking about at least five other things that are not the chair conformation.

Jaden’s phone vibrates. All phones were officially returned to students days ago, as though everyone but me hadn’t mysteriously acquired second devices, and each ping or vibration sets me on edge. Jaden’s propped his legs up on the chair next to him, so I see only his profile, angled toward whatever deeply upsetting news is on his screen, and the chandelier light dapples his face in a way that makes his dark circles more pronounced.

“Is there an update?” I ask, unable to help myself, but I’m aching for something.

“No, it’s just my family,” Jaden says, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “The media’s starting to catch wind of this and they’re calling my brother’s agent. What an absolute nightmare.”

“But this doesn’t involve them, does it? I mean, your brother isn’t the one here. He doesn’t even know Maccauley.”

“Doesn’t matter. My association with Maccauley and my brother is enough. I manage to ruin everything.” At this he balls his hands into fists and hits the corner of the table, not hard, but just enough to release the small kernel of frustration.

When I’m upset, talking rarely does the trick. I can lay out scientific concepts in great, organized detail, but emotions are a mystery to me. I offer him the only help I know. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

We may have spent several hours together while I was sick, but clearly we’ve never been alone while both in our right states of mind. Still, the silence isn’t as uncomfortable as I was expecting. The moon is a silver crescent, occasionally clouded by October clouds. There’s a wintry bite to the air, but we move briskly. Thank god he’s not one to loiter about. We don’t discuss where we’re going, but we’re on the same page, setting upon the outer loop that goes past the residences and dips into the forest before heading back to the Institute.

“So, is your family upset with you?” I ask after a few minutes. I’m not sure if he wants to talk about it, but it feels weird to not bring it up at all.

Jaden shakes his head. “No, not upset. They’re concerned. My brother keeps telling me to ditch the program and come home. He tries to understand why I’m here, but I don’t think he gets it.”

A beat passes. “Why are you here?”

“Why?” he asks. “Trying to get rid of me?”

“What? No!” I sputter, before spotting the cheeky grin across his face. “You’re messing with me.”

“Technically our truce is over,” he says, holding up his hands. “Messing with you, insults, it’s all fair game again.”

I gently shoulder check him, trying to conceal the one-two punch he just dealt me. The first punch: a devastating sense of despair. The second: the realization that I don’t want things to go back to the way they were.

I’ve gotten to see small glimpses into who Jaden is: someone who never misses his brother’s games, checks in with his students at all hours of the day, and always makes sure we’re eating properly, even if his confiscating Tass’s stash of Mama noodles landed him in hot water. Somewhere along these last few weeks, I’ve gone from wanting nothing to do with him to wanting to know more.

He tucks his hands into his pockets and lets my silence slip away. “I’ve always been the black sheep of the family, but not in a bad way. I loved science since I was a kid, but it really took off when I was seven or eight, after I heard about those microbes NASA discovered in Lake Vida. I don’t think I understood just how cool it was back then, but it was my first time processing how small the biological world can be. How small life is, really. That set off my interest in genetics—it blew my mind how, at our core, we’re made up of the same tiny things, just organized differently. That happened concurrently with realizing that people are treated very differently based on how they look. I couldn’t reconcile it.”

“That’s quite the awakening for a seven-year-old,” I say.

He laughs. “It felt like I was being hung upside down by my underwear and smacked in the head with a bat. Repeatedly. And then, as I grew up, I realized how much more complicated it all is, how science is not the neutral, fact-based industry that we’re all taught, not in reality. It’s wielded like any other weapon, honed to suit specific agendas.”

I think back to our debate, and my throat sours. I was so desperate to say what I thought was the correct answer that I hadn’t recognized my tunnel vision. I must’ve sounded clueless. “And you want to change that.”

He nods. “For all that I want to work in a lab and behind the scenes, I want my work to be seen. I need it to be seen. Growing up with my dad and brother—I see how much the public loves people like us when we’re on the court. And that’s great for them, they love what they do, but I want to show people that Black kids are important even when they’re not performing.”

My chest tightens. “That’s why you tutor.”

“That’s why I tutor,” he says. “Well, not anymore.”

The Institute has locked down the perimeters since Maccauley’s disappearance. No one’s able to leave unless a parent requests it. Jaden has switched to video calling his minions, as Tass likes to refer to them, but there’s only so much he can do without seeing them in person.

“Why were you sneaking off anyway?” I ask. “It was just tutoring.”

“Clarke didn’t sign off on it,” Jaden says with a grimace. “Said he wanted me to focus on being taught instead. But the kids like consistency, and I’m good at what I do. Seeing their scores improve is one thing, but it’s wild seeing that moment it clicks for them, you know? When they realize they’re capable, when they get the hang of things. It’s like I’m living my moment all over again.”

Jaden’s so animated, it’s hard not to get carried away by his enthusiasm. I don’t even realize that I’m mirroring his smile when he looks at me, and both our expressions stutter at the unexpected vulnerability.

He clears his throat. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“When did you decide you wanted to spend the rest of your life in a lab?” he asks. “Surely it wasn’t the promise of only ever owning close-toed shoes and full-length pants.”

“I thought I looked good in a hairnet,” I answer solemnly.

Jaden sputters, then lets out a laugh of surprise. It sends a shiver of delight through me, the way the tension breaks across his face like a winter sunrise. “No, it was around the same age as you, I think. I was at the doctor’s office and—”

My response started instinctively, like rattling off the taxonomic classifications or organs in a system. Answers I’ve memorized so many times I could write them down in my sleep. But I hit a wall, a piercing darkness, and I’m not sure where I was going with this. The doctor’s office is a memory hued in misty-white light and the smell of antiseptic.

Jaden touches my shoulder. “You okay?”

I flinch, uncertain how to explain. I’m digging through my memories, but they’re terrifyingly absent, like a long-loved vase that breaks, leaving a thin impression behind.

I make something up. “I saw a pamphlet on rare diseases and was hooked.”

Jaden frowns. “Was this to do with your illness?”

“I—” My palms are suddenly freezing. Was it to do with my illness? Jaden is scrutinizing me and this might be worse than showing up late to the midterm, this inner assault that’s leaving my brain in tatters.

“Whoa, is that a rabbit?” Jaden asks, distracted.

I let out a sigh of relief. Sure enough, there’s a gray rabbit, maybe a hare, at the foot of a tree. We pause, and its head turns slowly in our direction. My heart falls out of my body.

Four eyes blink at us. Four large eyes on one furry head.

“What the—” I scream, leaping into Jaden. The rabbit starts and darts deeper into the woods, away from us. “Did you see that?”

“I did,” he says, visibly ashen. We’re pressed so close I can feel his heart against my palm, but neither of us comments on it.

“There’s that and the cat,” I say, trying to make sense of it as blood pounds my brain.

“What cat?” Jaden asks.

It comes out of me in a rush. “That’s why I came up with the radiation theory,” I explain. “The halo effect of whatever is going on here is too large to be explained by a local leak.”

“Too many things don’t add up,” he says in grim agreement. “I’m going to talk to my brother, see if he’s seen anything strange. He’ll freak out less than my parents. And we need to run those tests on the soil as soon as possible.”

“We should get back inside,” I say, aware of how every inch of my skin has turned clammy.

Jaden doesn’t argue, and we head back in silence.
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I can’t sleep.

I’m probing the lost edges of my memories, finding holes where there used to be faces and places, trying not to throw up over my sheets, when I realize someone is at my window.

I lurch out of bed, a scream caught in my throat, as a figure hanging off the nearest tree branch raps on my window.

“Aarya, open the hell up!”

My heart sputters as my brain plays catch-up. Sofia?

Sure enough, it’s her, face cast in shadows, pressed up against the glass. Disabling the inner lock, I let her in, glancing at the other residences and hoping no one’s seen or heard. She lands by the golden ivy, her movement sending its leaves fluttering.

I slam the window closed. “What are you doing here?”

If her unexpected arrival wasn’t signal enough, it’s immediately clear that something is very wrong. Sofia is chewing her fingers, pacing frantically. Her profile looks worn, and it’s not just the undulating shadows that cling to her body. She’s lost weight; her jeans hang low from her hips, and the sweater she’s in swallows her whole. Her hair hangs limp, like it’s wet with despair.

“Something has changed,” she whispers. “They said there’s been a … a change in plan. It’s in their offices, I know it is, I know it’s somewhere in there.”

I grab her elbows, force her to look at me straight. I’ve been dreaming of the dead raven, and its black eyes look a lot like hers in the dark.

“What do you need?”

“I need to get in their offices,” she says. “I need to see for myself … I need to … we need to go back in there together.”

There’s no way I’m breaking into the Institute with her again, not when she’s like this. I think of zenedine, the strange discoveries we’re making in lab, the rumors around the city, and our theory that the Institute’s research may not be restricted to within its walls.

“I can do it for you,” I offer, scrambling to talk her off the ledge. To buy myself time to think.

She’s shaking her head. “No, no, I have to do it. If this is the end—”

“This is not the end,” I say. “Let me do it. I’ll get what you need.”

She doesn’t look like she’s heard a word I said.

If I thought she’d dulled the last time I saw her, she’s now a shadow of the girl I met on the first day. I’m ravaged by guilt; I haven’t been there for her like I promised, whisked away by coursework and cohort mates. It hits me then, how limited her time is, because at this rate, I’m not sure if I’ll see her again. She slips her hand into the front pocket of the hoodie and holds something out.

“This will help,” she says. “It should get you access to places your card won’t.”

It’s a black ID card with a silver strip. The same one she used to break into the Institute that day—I flip it over and glance at the name. Sofia Castillo.

“They gave you a special card?”

“I needed access to restricted areas,” Sofia says defensively, looking like she’s going to snatch the card out of my hands. “If you’re not comfortable with this, then—”

“No,” I say, pocketing the card with steely resolve. Think think think. “We’ll figure this out together. I’ll break into Clarke’s office if I have to, find out exactly what they’ve been doing to you, all your treatment plans, and we’ll get you to another doctor or something.”

She nods absentmindedly.

“You can stay here tonight,” I add, desperate to get her to look at me because I can’t take this, this empty look on her face like she’s already given up. And then it happens: Her shoulders cave, and there’s a choked sound like her windpipe has cracked open. She descends into tears, and it feels like I’m holding something liquid and volatile as she collapses into me.

“Sometimes,” she says through her sobs. “Sometimes I’m not sure if any of this is real.”

“Of course it is,” I tell her, pressing her hands as if to reinforce my solidity. Her tulip perfume surrounds us, so strong my head hurts. “You’re going to be okay. You’re—we’re going to figure this out, and go to the beach, and then go where it’s snowing. All in the same day.”

I try to inject my voice with some levity, but it lands stale. I’m not sure she hears me.

She curls up on the unused side of my bed and stares blankly at the sheet between us. The last thing I remember is thinking that the whites of her eyes look hollow, like they could belong to the living dead.
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When I wake up the next morning, the other side of the bed is smooth, like Sofia was never there, but the faint smell of tulips lingers. I rub the sleep out of my eyes, brain aching from last night. I hope Tassinee didn’t see her leave the residence, or I’ll have a lot of questions to answer.

Then again, Tassinee hasn’t been much for talking since Maccauley’s disappearance. I get ready for lab as I ponder what to do about Sofia. I was going to suck it up and go to Clarke, maybe confront the board, but the little rest I got is making me hesitate. If Sofia’s the focus of their experiments, then they already know it’s destroying her. They’re doing it anyway.

A part of me thinks they’d parrot what I’d believed at the beginning of the program: the greater good, the ends justifying the means, the progress they’re making. And if I put up too much of a fight, Clarke might send me home instead.

There has to be another way.

With a jolt, I remember the card she gave me. I glance at my bed, my nightstand, but I don’t see it anywhere. My heart pounds as I check under the bed, in the folds of my sheets, but it’s disappeared. I’m on the verge of panic when I notice the wardrobe door’s been left ajar. Strange. I dive into my pile of clothes, trying to remember if I tossed it in here by accident. Then my hand hits paper: the stack of sinister notes. I swipe the sheets aside and my fingers brush against something cool and metallic. There’s a black identification card, perfectly camouflaged by my dark wardrobe.

I check the name. Count to five. Try to stop my heart from collapsing in my chest. It is Sofia’s. Did she go through my stuff and leave this here? I study my room with renewed attention, looking for anything else that might be out of place, but nothing stands out.

Nothing. It’s nothing. Maybe she was poking around before she left, but clearly she was a mess. And I’ve got more important things to do. I slip her card into my pocket and head out.

Tassinee is already in the lab, decked out in PPE and preparing our materials for today’s assays. I want to revisit the apoptosis work (we did two additional trials, got the same bizarre results), but we’re unbelievably behind on the rest of our research plan. Jaden’s digging into zenedine’s strange impact on the cell death pathway, but Tassinee and I have to keep the rest of the work going.

“You’re early,” I say, tying my hair into a ponytail and slipping on my goggles.

“Couldn’t sleep,” she replies, laying out our incubation plates.

I move them into the fume hood after making sure the airflow is working. “Have you heard anything?”

She shakes her head. Well, that’ll be the end of it. We work in silence for the next few minutes until we have three incubation plates, flooded with Congo red solution. They look like little trays of blood.

I dismiss the image from my mind and set the timer.

“I can’t believe we’re actually expected to continue this,” she says after several minutes. “How does any of it matter?”

Sofia’s wilted, dry lips and empty eyes surface from the nebulous knot of thoughts in my mind. “It doesn’t,” I reply. “At least they canceled our weekly tests?”

“How generous.”

“You know, I can handle this.” I gesture at the plates. Maccauley’s disappearance has shaken me as well, but lab work always clears my mind. It’s the one place I’m in control of things. But Tassinee is different.

“No, if I stay in our residence, I may do something I regret,” she says plainly. I’ve never heard her like this, so listless.

“Are you and Maccauley…”

Her face twists at the implication. “No. We’re just friends. He’s annoying as hell, but he gets how things are with my mom, because of his dad. We’ve known each other since we were kids and he’s been a good friend to me.”

She must sense the skepticism I’m bottling up, because she casts a knowing glance my way. “I’m serious. My childhood was strange and not fun at all. I was put into advanced classes so early, it was impossible to make friends in school. And then there were all these expectations…”

Her gloved fists clench in her lap. “I didn’t realize that being good at something meant it was all I was supposed to do. It was all people cared about, including my mom, and I got so sick of it I decided it was the last thing I wanted to be. Maccauley was the one who sneaked me into art class with his little sister. The first person to make me feel like I could be someone else and have people still want to be around me.”

There are tears running down her cheeks but Tass doesn’t wipe them away. It’s strange, realizing how similar our lives have been, despite all the differences. How pressure weighed on us the same way, but veered us onto different paths. Who could we have been in another world? Where would we be?

“I’m sorry,” I say, imagining a world in which I wouldn’t know her or Jaden, how I’d feel if one of them were missing. There’s a hollowness in my chest at the thought. I picture Maccauley stumbling through the woods and shudder.

“I didn’t tell the detectives how off he’s been,” Tassinee says.

Every sound in the room—the fume hood ventilator, the low hum of machinery, the faint tick of the broken wall clock—melts away. “He wasn’t happy with how things were going here. He wouldn’t tell me details, but he was really, really frustrated with Clarke. Especially the last few days. He was doing more drugs and stuck in his head. I just…” Her eyes glaze over. “Forget it, I’m probably reading into it. Everything’s heightened.”

I don’t know if it’s worth bringing up how he acted toward me in Clarke’s office.

“I noticed too,” I say. “Was it his team’s research, you think? Or something personal?”

“I don’t know,” Tassinee says. “I tried talking to Windale and Bishop about it, but they clammed up, said Maccauley was fine, which anyone with an iota of sense could see he wasn’t. At first I thought it was just weird competition, but they’ve been so cagey about their research, and Maccauley would get angry when I probed. A part of me wonders if he didn’t like what they were doing? I’m probably overthinking it.”

But I’m thinking of Sofia, her visit to my room last night, the secrets around zenedine, and Maccauley’s fraying composure. Could his team have been working on something to do with Sofia and her treatment? It would explain why Professor Clarke seemed so much more involved in their work than ours; his team could be working on an active Institute project.

Had he been tormented by what they were doing to a child?

“You should trust your intuition,” I say quietly.

“You should trust yours too.” Tassinee gives me a knowing look. “We have to talk about the letters at some point.”

“It’s hardly important right now.” I can juggle only so much at a time.

“But what if it’s connected to Maccauley?”

“Doubt it,” I reply, eager for a way out of this conversation. Thankfully, the timer comes to my rescue, ringing to mark fifteen minutes.

We work in synchrony; she empties the incubation plates before I flood them with sodium chloride. I set the timer for another fifteen minutes, but I don’t want to give Tassinee the chance to bring up the letters again, and Sofia’s card is burning a hole through my pocket.

“I’m going to find Jaden,” I say. “Can you watch this?”

“Can’t avoid this forever,” Tassinee says, but she doesn’t stop me as I race toward the exit, shedding my PPE with practiced efficiency. Outside I lean against the door, breaths playing Whac-A-Mole in my lungs. The hallway is empty, lending me privacy as I gather myself, then scan the placards along the right wall.

Loughlin, Gunthry, and Jean is nearest to me.

There’s a quiet invitation simmering. No one’s here, and Sofia’s ID card is between my sweaty fingers. I swipe it across the door. Maybe it won’t even work.

The door clicks open.

It’s an irreversible decision when I slip inside.

It looks like our study, but different. The walls are painted cream, but their back wall is sloped, creating a snug corner for the deep mahogany desk. There’s a whiteboard to the right with traces of marker. Our office has barely been touched—we prefer the residence or the library—but this one has my peers’ fingerprints all over it. It smells like expensive cologne and coffee, freshly brewed. If I didn’t know any better, Maccauley was here earlier today.

Not wasting time, I dive in front of their computer. Password protected. I groan and check the clock. I’ve already lost five minutes, but now that I’m here, I need to make it count. I start pulling out drawers, searching for something, anything, that could put my mind to rest, or tell me that I’m on the right path.

The drawers are all disappointingly empty until the last one, which contains a thick, stapled document. Probably a draft of their proposal, but it’ll have to do. Three minutes left before I have to head back to the lab.

The cover page has their names and the Institute’s emblem. I flip it open to find blocks of small text, under sections named “Hypothesis” and “Methods.”

But most of it is redacted.

“What the…,” I mutter, furiously reading the unredacted text. There’s background on zenedine, its applications in RNA modifications and gene expression. It’s pretty much everything we’ve been taught. The newest material is this paragraph on using zenedine-modified RNA to record pain in neurons, as well as previous research done on smell and its ability to trigger other senses. All of which tracks with what Bishop told me. Emotion stimulation, but highly specific and complex. Fascinating implications for re-creating sensory memories, but not helpful. I’m about to deem this useless when I spot a few notes scribbled in the margins of the last page.

Note: shred immediately.

Clarke says transfer 1 is complete.

Subject ready for observation. Clarke won’t reveal details yet; Maccauley assigned to follow.

My skin tingles with awareness. Weren’t Maccauley and Professor Clarke talking about transfers that day? And subject ready for observation—they have to mean Sofia. I think back to the tests they’ve been running on her, the haggard appearance it’s dealt. And Maccauley to follow … was he following her? Were they transferring something to her? I know I was thinking it, but there’s no way the Institute would have a student cohort experimenting on a human subject, would they? But if they did, it could explain his fraught condition, the product of a guilty conscience.

I’m putting together withered ashes from a fireplace to form a burnt parchment; I don’t know which configuration is correct. Maccauley went into the woods the day he went missing. He’s been distressed about his work. Sofia’s often by the tree house in the woods. She was such a mess last night that I didn’t even think to bring Maccauley up.

A commotion stirs me from my seat.

“Was she not up there with you?” someone calls. Tassinee. Panicked, I look at the clock. It’s way past the time she expected me back inside. Shit.

“No, I never saw her come up. She has to be down here,” Jaden says.

No way out of this now. I step outside, paper in hand.

They’re standing a few feet down, Tassinee chewing on her press-on nails and Jaden looking tired as hell. They turn, expressions shifting from relief to confusion.

“Were you in Maccauley’s study?” Jaden asks, completely incredulous. “How did you get in there?”

Tassinee frowns. “What’s that in your hand?”

I look between them, resolute.

“I have to tell you both something.”
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It’s unsettling, how freeing it is to lay it all out in the open. I can’t bring myself to tell them everything just yet, but something in my chest sings from letting them in a little bit.

The strange secrets whispered over stolen moments in time are shaved down, the story I tell as soft as the sawdust that falls off the sharp edges. I tell Jaden and Tassinee the core details—that there’s a sick girl who’s been a subject of the program, that I met her once upon arrival, then at a tree house in the forest. They study the redacted report, this little shred of proof that has my world wrapped around it.

“You said her name is Sofia?” Tassinee asks, frowning. “That sounds familiar, but I can’t place her. Have you tried looking her up?”

I had once, when I was looking into the Institute conspiracy theories. Nothing came up and I tell them as much. “Did your mom ever mention her?”

“Maybe,” Tassinee says, drifting in thought. “You think Sofia might know what happened to Maccauley?”

“I don’t know, but his work has to involve her,” I reply breathlessly. “I even heard Professor Clarke talking to him about Sofia on the first day.”

“What did he say?” Jaden asks.

“Well, he told Maccauley to stay out of the Sofia business,” I answer. Jaden and Tassinee exchange a glance. “Okay, I know that sounds like it disproves my point, but isn’t him even knowing about Sofia suspicious? And things could have changed since the first day. This paper shows that he was tailing a subject, which has to be her. You said yourself that he wasn’t happy with the research. You’d see why if you saw her. I mean, my god, when she came by last night, she was so frazzled—”

“Wait, she came to the residence last night?” Tassinee asks. “I didn’t hear anything.”

I shrug. “We kept it down. But don’t you see? He goes missing, she shows up upset; his team’s research was around her, which explains why they’ve been so cagey. She’s part of the Institute’s milestone work, and it’s messed up that Clarke asked Maccauley’s team to help with her, but that’s a discussion for later. It’s all adding up.”

“Where has she been this whole time?” Jaden asks.

“I don’t think she’s allowed to interact with our cohort,” I say, thinking back to whether Sofia ever mentioned anything about where she’s been. I know so little about her; my temples throb from desperately trying to recall information.

“But if they were studying her, someone would have let it slip,” Tassinee says. “I know they were secretive, but there’s no way Maccauley would’ve kept that quiet. And if she’s sick, how does this work help her?”

“Tass is right,” Jaden says, studying the paper. “It’s hard to tell exactly what their team is looking into, but based on this, it sounds like they were trying to re-create pain based on specific smells. Why would they want to stimulate pain in a sick person?”

“Maybe they wanted to remove her pain?” I suggest. “It’s not a cure, I know, but all this redacted work could mention other applications. It could help with the depression and trauma.”

Even as I throw out suggestions, I know I’m missing something. No wonder Maccauley had accused Professor Clarke of their methods not working. Whatever they were trying to do wasn’t having the intended effect. She’s turning into a husk of a person.

“I don’t have all the answers, okay?” I say, unwilling to confront that this might be a red herring.

Jaden studies me, and something in his face softens. I’m waiting, I realize, for him to tell me I’ve lost the plot, to spell out the doubts leaking through the crevices of my disappearing memories.

You’re not well, my mom says gently, and I want to cry. I know I’m making wild leaps, and if our roles were reversed, I’d ask so many more questions than they have. But if Jaden or Tassinee shuts me down, I might fall apart.

Jaden asks, “Can you show us the tree house?”

The sun’s setting when we arrive at the base of the tree. Mid-October isn’t normally time for rain in San Francisco, but the weather obeys no master.

“I’m still not sure why you need to see this,” I grumble. The temperature dips and I shiver. Jaden offers me his sweater but I wave him off. It’s not the cold that’s getting to me right now.

“If Maccauley was following her, then there might be something up there,” Tassinee says, and my tense shoulders unknit just a hair. She’s trying so hard to meet me where I am. “Maybe we’re retracing his footsteps.”

“Wait,” Jaden says, and we grind to a halt. “Is that what I think it is?”

I follow his outstretched hand and my breath catches. The plot of soil around a neighboring tree is a vivid blue.

“Holy shit,” Tassinee says, kneeling next to the bright red plants sprouting from the land. “Is this what you saw?”

“No, the patch of land I saw was somewhere else,” Jaden says. “Aarya, you’ve never noticed this?”

My teeth chatter. “No, but something about this tree is always a little weird every time I visit. Maybe there’s an environmental trigger responsible, like the rain? We should collect another sample, rerun our isolation and sequencing exercises.”

“I’ll do it after,” Jaden says, glancing up at the tree house. “Do you think she’s up there now?”

I start scaling the tree, my palms tender as hell. Tassinee and Jaden follow the path I’ve mapped out.

“Doubt it. She wasn’t too well when I saw her last,” I say, hoping the elevation and distance mask the break in my voice. “Watch out for this one—it’s a little weak.”

I heave myself up the last branch, then dab my head with my sweater. My fever might be making a return. Every bone in my body aches from the climb, each nerve set on fire.

It all turns to ice when I step into the tree house, because everything that used to be in there is gone.



It’s bare as a winter tree, stripped down to nothing but bark.

The blankets in the corner are gone. The stool and the wooden bat are gone. There’s an eerie absence of memory and life. The place is coated with heavy forest residue, the same kind that was here the first day that I arrived, but this stuff is thick as resin, sticky in a way that only time imparts.

“How is this possible…” I trail off.

The parallel lines of the ceiling boards, snug like wooden logs, spin into networks and whirls. I stumble, falling into Jaden’s side. He catches me, then curses in my ear.

“You’re burning up,” he says. I slump against him as acid scorches my throat. Tassinee’s warm palm is next to graze my skin, and the fever that’s percolated, whipped around by the tumultuous events of the week, is staking its claim on my body again.

“I’m fine,” I protest, knowing I’m about to pay for overextending myself, but it doesn’t matter right now. “Where is everything?”

Silence. They exchange a glance, and a sick feeling roots in my gut.

“Do you not believe me?” I ask, hating how it comes out a whimper. My pulse rattles like a pressure cooker, and god, I’m scared, I’m so fucking scared, because right now I barely believe myself.

You’re not well, my mom says again, and I bury my head in my hands.

“What’s wrong with me?” I ask no one in particular. These voices, my barren memories. My body has often failed me, but I’ve always been able to rely on my mind, and I can’t ignore the signs that something is so terribly wrong.

Tassinee touches my elbow. “Aarya, hey, look at me.”

I shake her off, struggling to hold it together. “I just—I need a moment.”

Above us, the sky rumbles in warning, but it’s a courtesy at best. Its first drops find their way through the cracks of the roof, and the leaves around us rustle upon impact.

“We want to help you,” Jaden says, and his fingers graze my chin. The tree house sways beneath me when I meet his gaze, tender, serious. My chest caves under their concern, but it only fuels my paranoia. Their worry reflects my own; it’s confirmation that something isn’t right and I don’t trust my senses.

Not well not well not well

It’s pouring. Water mats Jaden’s hair, soaks through Tassinee’s beige sweater, but they’re rooted to their spots, reaching out to me. I want so badly to take their hands, and that alone ratchets up my panic, because when did I start relying on them to hold me up?

“I have to go,” I tell them, taking a step back, choking on a sob. Jaden tries to follow, but Tassinee holds him back, her face filled with a sad realization. “Please, just—just let me go.”

My knees protest as I jump down the branches and break into a run toward home. They don’t come after me, and each second of this journey is incriminating. Inside my room, I crumble. Sobs tear at my chest, my internal temperature ricocheting between boiling hot and glacial. I strip off my clothes, desperate for something dry, but the sight of the stack of letters, hastily tucked away, is a sucker punch to my gut. I fall, naked in front of my closet, wet fingers leaving imprints on the pages.

Could this be zenedine? Could this all be the effect of whatever is infecting the forest, the city around us? My thoughts swirl with horrifying scenarios, each worse than the next, where I lose every last bit of purchase on my thoughts and identity. I’m holding on to the edges of my consciousness for dear life as I change into sweats and a giant T-shirt and crawl into bed.

When sleep comes for me at last, the darkness is merciful as it always is, a cool hand quenching the hottest flame.
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It feels like someone’s taken a hammer to my head when I wake up.

I’m sore, trying to get the room to stop spinning, when I realize someone’s actually taking a hammer to the door downstairs. Or just knocking really loudly. The clock on my nightstand reads 10:22 p.m. I wait a minute, clutching at the sweat-patched blanket until I hear the telltale signs of Tassinee getting out of her bedroom. She claimed the downstairs room, she gets to handle intruders.

With no forewarning, the events of the day rush back to me. Maccauley’s office; the bare tree house; my slipping memories, bordered with frayed threads of unease. Jaden and Tassinee’s faces as I ran away. I crash back into my bed, willing the blankets to engulf me.

Voices float up and I crane my sore neck toward the door to hear, but can’t make out who it is. Then—

“Aarya!” Tassinee calls.

I ignore her.

Footsteps travel up the stairs and I’m summoning the strength to have this conversation when the door flings open, no warning, revealing Windale.

I’m momentarily shocked out of my anxiety. “What are you doing here?”

Windale is dressed in light blue boyfriend jeans and a black crop top with a rust bomber jacket hanging down one shoulder. Her hair is clipped back, but her bangs are curled. I’m instantly suspicious. Her glossy red lips part in a sad sort of smile. “Sorry to barge in like this,” she says. “But we’re having a little gathering at Jaden’s and wanted to see if you’d come.”

“You’re having a party?” I sit up. “One of our classmates is missing.”

Windale sighs. “Not a party—do you think we’re monsters? I was talking to Jaden and he’s depressed in that house alone.”

My insides hollow out. Maccauley is Jaden’s roommate, and while they never seemed friendly, it can’t be easy living in the same house where he was. The worst part is this is all so obvious; my barometer for human emotion is rudimentary at best, ignorant at worst. I’ve talked to Tassinee about how she’s doing, but never bothered to ask Jaden.

I swallow the lump in my throat, recalling the way he reached for me at the tree house. No matter how poorly I’ve treated him at times, he’s been there for me. When I first got sick, and now, when I’m questioning every bit of my sanity. All while I’ve been too self-absorbed to return even a fraction of the effort.

Windale continues, oblivious to the clashing cymbals in my brain. “And we’ve all been so isolated and focused on work. I thought it would be nice to be in one place together, keep him company.”

“Still feels kinda wrong,” I mutter. Maccauley’s missing, and I don’t love the idea of ambling about campus at night, even if it’s next door.

Windale huffs. “Well, I thought it would be nice for J if his teammates came, but I don’t know why I bothered.”

My muscles scream, but I get out of bed. “I’ll be there!”

This is not a party, but I study the back of Windale’s perfectly done hair as it bobs down the stairs. I’m pretty sure my clothes smell, and one glance in the mirror reveals a garish red tint in my eyes and pillowy cheeks. It looks like I’ve been crying for nights. I exchange my sweats for my standard black leggings and sweater, before sweeping my hair back so it’s not an ominous cloud hanging around my head.

Tassinee must have left already, so I walk over to Jaden’s alone. Stars peek out above me, taking in the crisp fall night. The Presidio closes in, dark silhouettes of trees creeping nearer with each step I take. I walk faster, grateful our residences are right next to each other. The door to the infamous Bacteria is ajar, and voices flow out.

Thankfully, people are pretty engaged in conversation when I enter. There’s music playing, but it’s so low I can’t tell what song it is. Based on a quick head count, I’m the last one here, so I close the door. Jaden and Windale are in the corner by the kitchen. He turns toward me but I look away, unsure how I want to handle speaking to him after my departure from the tree house.

Tassinee waves me over; she and Bishop are on the couch, drinks in hand.

“They caught one of those bloodsucking bees and were able to dissect it,” Bishop’s telling her animatedly. “Apparently their stingers now have this attachment that allows them to survive a sting. So now they’re stinger-free bees!”

“That doesn’t sound fun for the bee,” Tassinee replies, looking extremely uncomfortable.

Save me, her eyes say.

“Aarya!” Bishop slurs my name, clearly drunk. “Finally. Someone who’ll talk to me about chimeras.”

Tassinee mutters something about other topics, but I happily plop down next to Bishop. This conversation sounds a lot more appealing than any of the ones I’ve been avoiding.

“What chimera are you trying to make?” I ask with a shudder. “Please don’t tell me you want to cross bees with something else.”

Bishop laughs and tosses an arm around my shoulders. “Think big. We could use zenedine to make a literal chimera.”

I blink at him. “Like the ones in Greek mythology?”

He nods vigorously, then burps. “Wouldn’t that be sick?”

Tassinee’s staring at me, jaw agape, and I bite my cheek to stop from laughing. “You do know that while we could fuse the eggs successfully, the resulting creature isn’t going to look like a neat, three-part mythological monster.”

“It would look like a hot mess,” Jaden says, heading over with Windale, who’s typing furiously on her phone. If I had to hazard a guess, she’s talking to her mom. No one else makes her look this miserable. I nod, heat surging to my cheeks as I notice the intensity of his gaze on me. An unreadable expression flickers on his face as he glances at Bishop’s hand, which dangles around my neck. For reasons completely incomprehensible to me, I bolt upright, suddenly parched, unable to maintain any sort of eye contact.

“Worth a try,” Bishop says with a shrug. “We should pitch it to Clarke as a cohort project.”

“No more projects,” I say emphatically. “I’ve had quite enough of you guys already.”

“Hear, hear!” Tassinee says, holding up her drink.

Bishop snorts. “Easy there. All this time with Tass is rubbing off on you.”

“It’s more like she’s sick of me,” Jaden jokes.

It’s cautious, feeling out my energy. My instinct would be to jab back, but I can barely get myself to look at him. I’m being absolutely ridiculous.

“I’ve been sick of you—” I meet his gaze, and I’m caught off guard. I don’t know what I was expecting—maybe my parents’ despair, or the pity I’ve grown accustomed to. Jaden’s mouth is turned up in a small smile, and he’s looking at me with … hope. Like I’m not too far gone, and he’s waiting for me to return.

“Hey, I’m going to run to the store and restock on drinks,” Bishop says, saving me from my hanging sentence. “We’re pretty low. Any requests?”

“Anything not tequila,” Tassinee says, stretching across the couch.

Windale at last looks up from her phone, registering the ongoing conversation. It’s masterful, watching her shake off whatever’s bothering her on that little screen. She plasters a big, fake smile on her face. “Maybe more wine? Better wine—no offense, J, but this stuff is awful.”

“Wasn’t mine,” Jaden grumbles.

“Can we leave?” I ask, confused. It’s past 11 p.m.; there’s no way we’re allowed off campus right now, and they’ve fixed up that hole in the fence since Maccauley’s disappearance. It’s why Jaden hasn’t been able to sneak off anymore. “Haven’t they upped security recently?”

“Oh, we have permission,” Windale says, pointing at her phone. “Just got it.”

“But—”

“Ooh, we should get champagne,” Windale plows on. “Some Veuve, maybe?”

Bishop yawns. “Do you just want to come with me? You have your fake ID, right?”

“Yup,” Windale says, glancing at Jaden, then me. “Is that okay?”

She’s asking like we’re best friends she’s about to abandon.

“Yeah, go ahead,” Tassinee says, a little too eagerly. “We’ll be waiting!”

Bishop’s at the door, putting on his trucker jacket. Windale darts over to a barstool and slings her sleek black crossbody bag around her neck. “Cohort shot once we’re back?” she calls over her shoulder, to which Jaden responds with a thumbs-up.

“Will more shots make you talk about something interesting for a change?” Tassinee jokes after their retreating bodies, sadly swirling her drink. The door swings shut, and for the first time, their absence leaves behind more tension.

This is why I’d rather talk about biological chimeras.

“Hey,” Jaden says at last. “Wasn’t sure you’d come.”

“We don’t need to talk about it,” I offer, meaning it for a change. I’m a little dizzy from my nap and my emotional tank is drained. “Just thought I’d come say hello.”

He snickers. “Since when are you the type to come by to say hello?”

“Be nice,” Tassinee moans, prodding his thigh with her big toe.

Jaden didn’t get the party memo either, opting for dark sweats and a mustard long sleeve that shows off his prominent clavicle. Looking at him is making me itchy. I focus on the glass of red liquid he’s holding.

“So, do we have anything left to drink or is it all gone?” I ask, walking toward the kitchen.

He follows me. “You’ve been sick. Are you sure you should be drinking?”

“Okay, Mom,” I say. “Come on, what do you have?”

He holds up his glass. “A little red wine? And tequila no one wants to touch. No mixers, though.”

I wrinkle my nose. “No white wine?”

He laughs. “Didn’t peg you for a white wine girl.”

“Red gives me headaches,” I say.

“But the polyphenols!” Jaden replies. “What are you going to do without all those good antioxidant properties? Good for your heart, and your nerves.”

He’s such a nerd. I bite back my smile. “Not all of us need wine to protect our brain cells. But I know you’ve only got one rattling around in that skull of yours.”

Jaden’s delight is a little bit addicting. I don’t know when I started cataloging his smiles, but the one he’s giving me now is my favorite, stretching so wide, like his face isn’t big enough for that bighearted joy. I need a drink immediately.

“Tell me that when your cardiovascular function deteriorates sooner than mine,” he says, oblivious to how I’m short-circuiting a little. He reaches for the bottle of red wine, which has only a quarter left. The still-sealed bottle of tequila is left to collect dust.

Tassinee swoops in from behind, giving me a scare when her hand lands on the small of my back. “Are we doing a team drink first?” she whispers conspiratorially. “Before those two get back?”

Jaden splits the remaining red wine between three glasses in response.

Tassinee holds her cup up. “Cheers,” she says.

We down our glasses in one sip. I frown at the tangy, bitter aftertaste in my mouth. Not sure if it’s just the sickness, but something about that tasted weird.

Tassinee’s looking at the bottle. “Hate to say it, but I agree with Windale. That’s kinda gross.”

Jaden raises his eyebrows. “Yeah, I need to rinse that out of my mouth. Water for you two?”

We nod and he goes to wash out our cups.

In about thirty minutes, Windale and Bishop return, engaged in an intense debate on invasive species. Apparently, a bullfrog was found in Golden Gate Park. Bishop’s agitatedly arguing that the city’s official animal, the wild parrot, is not native to the city. Windale expresses disbelief that someone called Claude didn’t win San Francisco’s official animal vote, and I join everyone in nodding sagely, unwilling to admit I don’t get the reference.

Soon after, Tassinee makes a game of throwing chips into Jaden’s and my mouth, our shoulders bumping into each other. The music grows louder; the alcohol flows. I catch ends of conversations like thin strings that wind around my fingers, then snap. Windale moans about developing carpal tunnel from all the lab work. Bishop breaks a glass. I snuggle into Jaden’s side, and I think I tell him I like how he smells. His lips brush the top of my head. Tassinee laughs in my ear, and the overhead chandeliers swirl into shooting stars. I close my eyes and make a wish. For once I’m a prisoner of the moment, and I would shackle myself to it and throw away the keys if it always felt like this.

It doesn’t feel wrong until the end, when the colors dull and melt together, but I can’t keep my eyes open long enough to tell the difference.



I wake up, and I am not at home.

The cold hits first—a stinging chill that travels straight to the bone. Blades of grass poke through my leggings, like they’ve been trying to wake me up for a while. But why am I in leggings? Was I sleepwalking? My heart races, pumping blood into aching limbs. The moon has melted into a thin crescent, barely visible above the tips of the trees. I blink rapidly, trying to adjust to the darkness, but I can barely see the hands I’m holding up to my face.

I’m in the Presidio.

My breath comes hard, heavy, like someone’s pulling the air from my lungs.

I slap myself.

The sound stings the night, ripping the quiet in half. The cicadas stop singing, and the eyes of the trees fall on me.

What is happening?

In the stretch of a second, my panic swells. I don’t know where I am, and I don’t know how to get home, but something about where I’m lying feels wrong, like I’m on the precipice of being caught in the act of a crime. I rake my memories for what happened earlier this evening. At first it’s an unrelenting blackness, but then traces return: Jaden’s arm around my waist, the indentations of a couch beneath my body, the bitter aftertaste of wine.

The wine. The party. I shake my head, but the indisputable conclusions come roaring into focus: There was something in that drink. I have to get back to the residence and take stock of all that’s happened. One step at a time. My feet are leaden as I stand, but I will them to move. One step. Another.

My ankle catches on something and I fall.

I scream as I hit the ground, and a part of me knows it before I see it, a part of me feels that I’ve landed on something that is not earth or tree root or grass. It’s as soft as it’s rigid and I bite down on my tongue as I sweep my legs away, and suddenly, the dark shades of the night are as bright as vivid Technicolor and the gleam of the moonlight hits just right and I see it.

I see Maccauley lying in front of me.
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Shards of broken wood penetrate my palms as I heave myself backward, willing the forest to push us apart.

An illusion. It has to be an illusion. The aftertaste of the wine lingers on my tongue. The drug is probably still in my system. I can’t tell what’s up and what’s down, but I grasp for the mechanisms of what’s happening in my brain: neurons firing like guns during warfare, disorganized, mistimed, maximizing collateral damage. Desperate to be right, I press the heels of my hands into my eyes, count to three, let the world shimmer in silver stars before I release, expecting to see him transform into a broken log or a large stone, but my vision settles into the firm outline of his body, inches from me.

“Oh my god,” I whimper. This can’t be real. This can’t be happening. The night throttles me; the trees steal air and I can’t breathe … I can’t think … I can’t—

“What the fuck?”

I leap to my feet. Jaden’s standing a few feet away, still in his clothes from the gathering, except they’re as filthy as mine. He stumbles to the side, gawking at Maccauley, then me. There’s a roar in my ears as I crash into him, pulling at his T-shirt.

“I just woke up,” I say. “And he was just there, he was—”

“The wine,” Jaden says, then curses. “I should have known something was off about it. All three of us noticed.”

All three of us.

“Tassinee,” I whisper.

He goes still, then takes one of my hands in his and starts walking.

“Wait,” I hiss. “We can’t just leave him!”

“Do you want to stay behind while I look for her?”

No way, but the wrongness is strangling. We’re falling into each other, jumping as debris cracks under our feet, and it’s too quiet, too morbid, and the forest tracks our every move.

“There!” Jaden cries, pointing near the closest shrubs, where a body is curled on the ground, barely moving. For a split second I wonder if this is a second corpse, but I shove that thought out of my mind. I nearly trip and fall on Tassinee as she lifts her head, eyes drawn into thin lines.

“Ma?” she says softly.

“It’s Aarya.” I help prop her against the tree. “We—we think we were drugged at the party, and we woke up here, and—”

“Drugged?” That appears to have woken her up because she leans forward, shaking her head, trying to peel off the effects of whatever is in our system. It’s like being dipped in honey, and there’s no way to get it all off. “Are we in the Presidio?”

“We just got up,” I say. “And that’s not all. We also saw—”

Jaden yanks me back by my shoulders and I crash into his knees. “Stop touching her,” he says in a tone so serious it brings the world to a standstill. There’s a battalion in my head from the sudden movement, but then Tassinee screams.

She’s looking at her hands, and they’re covered in blood.



Our hardwired, evolutionary response to threats is referred to as the defense cascade.

This is where the well-known paradigm of fight or flight comes into play. There are less active responses to danger as well: freezing and fawning. Between the three of us, we take turns at them all.

“… found his body lying near Aarya,” Jaden is saying. The world has assumed a consistency of gas—sound’s slow to pass through, and everything is blurred.

You’ll get yourself in trouble, my dad chides. You have to be more careful.

Too late.

“Is he dead?” Tassinee asks. The evening’s still catching up to her. She’s rubbing her hands against the forest floor, but all it’s doing is covering her in more mud, more darkness, and the stain is growing and spreading, covering her in sins we didn’t commit.

“I didn’t check,” Jaden says, “but he looked like it.”

“He is,” I say. There’s not a lot I’m sure of right now, but the marks of early decomposition were all over him: swollen, puckered skin; the hive of insects crawling across his body; the rancid smell of his clothes and flesh.

What have you gotten yourself into? my mom asks, baleful.

I suddenly, desperately miss her.

Tassinee stands up, sending a smattering of debris falling off her clothing. Her hair is askew, her smooth black skirt ruffled and collar twisted out.

“Where are you going?” Jaden asks.

She takes a shaky step away from us. “Home,” she says, and there’s discernible panic there. “I can’t do this.”

Jaden grabs her arm. “You want to go back with bloody hands and tell them you found Maccauley lying in the woods?”

Tassinee’s face crumples. “I could go to my mom, explain the wine, the drugs. You two could back me up—”

“It’s not your mom we need to convince,” Jaden says. Now I learn the tells of his panic. He’s clutching at the edges of his T-shirt, scratching at the sliver of exposed flesh above his waistband. “The rest of them will only see evidence.”

You’ll get yourself into trouble.

I bite down on my cheek, trying to break out of a body that no longer obeys my commands, instead listening to the ghosts of my parents. “I don’t trust them. The Institute or the police,” I say.

I remember the look in the detective’s eyes. The circular investigation that’s yielding no answers, the constant pressure from the Loughlin family, the kind that demands an answer without always caring about its validity.

“There’s blood on Tassinee’s hands and there’s soil under my nails,” I say. “I can only imagine the traces of us left on him.”

“Who is behind this?” Tassinee asks, growing still. “Who’s framing us?”

I don’t know if I want to know.

“What do we do?” Jaden asks, lightly punching his head. I know what he’s thinking of—his brother, his parents, the media, his career. All that he’s worked toward on the brink of extinction. The moment is severe; how easily someone has dangled all our hopes and dreams over the edge of a cliff. They’re daring us to jump.

You need to take better care of yourself, my mom scolds. You won’t make it like this.

She’s right about that. A steely calm sets over me; it sounds like the aftermath of a bell ringing in my ears and feels like the cool bay wind whispering answers above the din. The gas around me clears; the world settles into lines of logic and reason.

“We get rid of the body.”

They stare at me in shock. I start laying out my reasons before either of them can interrupt. Talking drowns out the memories of my parents. “Someone sneaked drugs into a drink that only we had and left us out here near the corpse of a high-profile student who’s been missing. They had the skill to pull off abducting and killing him, getting into Jaden’s home, knowing which drink we were going to have, and moved all of us out here. Don’t you think they’re going to have something ready if we go back as if nothing’s happened? I bet you our fingerprints are all over him.”

“It had to be someone in our cohort,” Tassinee says. “Windale was by our drinks before. And she left conveniently with Bishop.”

“And magically had permission to get off campus,” I say, sickly dread gutting me.

“She couldn’t do this,” Jaden says quickly. “She—”

“You’ll have time to defend your girlfriend later,” I snap.

Jaden scowls at me. “What I was going to say is she wouldn’t be able to pull this off on her own. She’s tiny—you think she hauled us out here one by one?”

“So Bishop too,” I say, unable to conceal the shiver that runs through my arms. I think of them at the library, at the residence, their warmth at the party. Has the camaraderie all been fake?

“But Bishop’s been a mess,” Tassinee argues. “They were best friends.”

“You’re right, but it doesn’t matter right now,” I reply. “My point stands. We don’t know who and what we’re dealing with, and we can’t go to the cops.”

“Absolutely not,” Jaden says.

Tassinee looks between us grimly. She’s holding her hands as far from her body as possible, and I think if given a chance, she might cut them off.

“This is a bad idea,” she says. “Lead the way.”



I’ve never been as grateful for a cold San Francisco night.

Despite the shelter of thick forest, we’re right by the bay, where the temperature is unforgiving, the wind even more so. There is something about the bitter, frigid weather that makes the world feel like a baby abandoned on a stranger’s porch, vulnerable.

Jaden and Tassinee stand across me, and if anyone were to come by us, they would run at the sight of three unmoving figures standing around a patch of disturbed land. I would run if I were them. I wish I could run now.

Jaden kneels, running his gaze from the top of Maccauley’s uncovered head to his buried legs. He turns on his phone’s flashlight, and I suck in a breath. In the white beam, Maccauley looks worse than I’d registered. His collared blue shirt—the last thing he was seen wearing—is speckled with blood. Tassinee shivers, battling the urge to stick her hands into her pockets, but they stay exposed, blood caked into the grooves of her fingers. Jaden picks at something from the ground.

“What are you doing?” Tassinee hisses. “We’re assuming there’s evidence; don’t intentionally put your fingerprints on him.”

“I didn’t touch him,” Jaden says, standing. Something wriggles between his fingers. “A carrion beetle. Typically the last of insects to come upon a body, but of course, it’s not a perfect science. I can’t tell more without moving him, but given his clothes and general state, he’s been dead a while.” He puts the beetle down and dusts his hand on his sweatpants.

“He couldn’t have been out here the entire time,” I say. “Someone would have found him.”

“He was moved,” Tassinee replies. She points to the left side of Maccauley’s face, Jaden’s flashlight following her indications. “See that bluish purple there? It’s concentrated along this side of his body—at least the parts we can see—but—” She gestures at the opposite side of his face, which appears notably less bruised.

“Lividity,” I mutter. Lividity occurs when blood pools at the lowest point of the body after death. “If he was on his back the entire time, livor mortis would be on his back. But if it’s on the left of his face and neck, that means he was on his side.” Tassinee nods in agreement.

There’s an unexpected ache in my heart; despite the gruesome marks of death and early decomposition, he still looks like himself. Just a few days ago, he was sitting feet away from me in the classroom, and now he’s rotting beneath my feet. It’s a cruel turn of the universe, and for one sick moment, his face flickers and morphs into mine. I’m staring at an alternate life where our positions are reversed, where he’s the one standing over my corpse, and the uncertain future ahead of me bends to his will. My death wouldn’t be looked into; his involvement would be dismissed. I know in the marrow of my bones that what’s happening in this present moment is an aberration; that in multiple universes, it’s more likely, more favored even, that I’m the one who ends up dead. The balances of the world will swing to make things right, and I’m keenly conscious of the price it will demand.

“Well, that confirms that someone moved him and us out here,” Jaden says. “I’m going to get supplies. You two stay guard.”

I’m so consumed by my thoughts that it takes a minute for his words to catch up to me. “Wait.” I spin on my heels in time to see him dash away. “What supplies?”

After fifteen minutes that feel like fifty, Jaden returns, hands full.

“Do you have a kill kit or something?” I say as he comes within earshot.

“Very funny,” he remarks, before handing us something. Lab gloves. “There’s a dumpster off the path that I’ve seen gloves in from time to time. Got lucky.”

Gross, and deeply concerning from a hazardous-waste-disposal standpoint, but we can’t be picky. Satisfying snaps chisel the hard night as we put gloves on. It’s mostly psychological, but the feeling of nitrile rubber on my skin is instantly comforting.

“What are you doing?” I ask as Jaden turns Maccauley’s head. If he sees anything worth noting, he doesn’t mention it, and I’m too terrified to ask. The magnitude of what we’re about to do is staggering, and I pinch my right wrist hard, hoping the sharp pain will wake me from this dream, but all it does it leave a sting that vibrates my bone.

Tassinee drops next to Maccauley; her mouth moves wordlessly. She closes her eyes in silent prayer, then reaches out to touch him at last.

My feet are rooted to the ground as she lifts Maccauley’s torso and Jaden dislodges his legs. “Aarya,” Jaden says, and I wait for him to tell me that I’m misunderstanding the situation, that I’m delusional, one last chance to confess this is all a grand joke. But he only grimaces and says, “A little help here?”



“I can’t believe we’re doing this.”

And I truly can’t. Jaden has Maccauley’s legs while Tassinee and I share the weight of his torso, both doing our best to avoid the head. It lolls backward, and I worry it might fall off. A nervous giggle slips through my lips.

“You keep that meltdown to yourself for a little longer,” Tassinee warns.

“You’re the one who was ready to flee to the residences not so long ago,” I remind her.

“That was before we committed to this plan,” she says. “The most dangerous thing you can do is freak out now.”

I’m not sure her argument makes sense, but she’s telling herself whatever she needs to hear. I’m growing weary under the weight of Maccauley’s body, and I wonder about the puppet master behind all of this. It’s taking three of us and a hell of a lot of time to lug him around. How did someone move all of us? How many people are involved?

“How much longer exactly?” I ask, and my teeth chatter up a storm. Each time I think about what’s happening, I dissociate. It’s not me holding Maccauley’s body, but someone else, someone I don’t know. “We’re going to be seen, if we haven’t already.”

“No one’s seen us,” Jaden grits out. “Besides, we’re almost there.”

As he says it, we step out of the trees. The bay stretches ahead of us, and in the night even the still waters look threatening. The sliver of moon is hidden by clouds and fog, mostly concealing the Golden Gate Bridge. Its peaks point out and I wonder how much it’s seen over the years.

Tassinee is assessing our surroundings. Jaden picks up a rock and tucks it under Maccauley’s shirt. I hurry over to help, and together we pack the insides of Maccauley’s clothes with stones. It’s messy; they spill out and dig into his rapidly softening flesh, but we work quickly, frantically.

“This has to be good enough for now,” Jaden says, but we both know the truth. This won’t keep him down forever. Still, we’ve pushed our luck and there’s far more to do. Together we pick him up one more time and move toward the edge of the harbor.

We tip Maccauley into the bay.

As his weight leaves us, Tassinee falls to her knees. “Oh god,” she says. “What have we done?”

“A little longer,” I plead. “We’re not done yet.”
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Someone is trying to frame us.

It’s the only possible explanation, really, but we don’t know what to do with it. It’s 7 a.m., and normally we’re in the lab by this time, but today we’re crowded in my bedroom. Not sure why, maybe because being upstairs in a smaller room feels safer. Less exposed. I’m on my bed, Jaden’s slumped against my closet, and Tassinee paces between us.

“It had to be the wine,” she says, muttering what we’ve gone over a few times. “I still think we should get drug tested.”

We should, but we can’t figure out how without raising suspicion. We were dumped outside the perimeter and it was a hassle waiting for the 4 a.m. security guard switch to sneak back in. It’s impossible to get on and off campus during the day without legitimate reasons, and unfortunately none of us are trained phlebotomists, so we can’t run blood tests ourselves.

“Unless you want to use urine samples, I don’t see how we can get tested,” I say. Just the thought of peeing and testing the specimen makes me want to vomit. “It matters less what Windale gave us. I’m more concerned with why.”

Jaden’s shaking his head. “Look, she’s awful in a lot of ways, but this doesn’t sound like her. Drugging us and leaving us out in the forest with Maccauley’s body?”

Now that the adrenaline has worn off, there’s nothing but immense nausea and terror clamoring at my throat. We’ve showered, but there’s no washing off this disgust. Tassinee threw up a few times, and from how green Jaden looks, I’m waiting to see which one of us is next.

“Maybe you were right, Tass,” I say. “The letters alone may have been a prank but something is not right.”

“Letters?” Jaden asks, straightening.

I sigh and crawl off my bed. He shifts as I reach behind him to get the closet door and pull out the letters. The evidence. I hand them over to him to read while I give him a brief summary.

“Who do you think wrote these?” Jaden asks, looking ill.

“I don’t know.” I chew my ragged inner cheek. “I kinda thought it was you?”

“What?” Tassinee and Jaden say at the same time. He puts the letters down, shaking his head with disbelief. “Wait, is that why you acted so weird earlier in the quarter? Why you followed me that day?”

“You followed him?” Tassinee asks me.

“Yeah,” I groan, and I explain the situation to Tassinee. It’s so ridiculous to think I suspected him. I’ve seen plenty of his handwriting in the days since and it’s hardly similar, and all other “evidence” I had was based in envy.

“Okay, well, that whack theory aside, whoever’s been sending you this is following up on a threat,” Jaden says. “Do you think you were the sole target of the drugs?”

My lip wobbles.

Jaden touches my knee. “Hey, this isn’t your fault.”

“Isn’t it? I should’ve told someone earlier. Instead it’s gone too far now.” Way too far to tell anyone we can’t trust, and the list of people we can trust is nonexistent at this point. “Maybe it’s time we call Tass’s mom.”

It’s the obvious—and only—option. Whatever is happening has been set up from the inside, and Tassinee’s mom is the only person with any semblance of authority who may be able to help. At the very least, she has her daughter to protect.

“Be on speaker with me?” Tassinee asks as she pulls out her phone to dial. I nod and wrap my arms around my stomach. Jaden’s leg presses against mine and it’s anchoring, the firmness of his body against mine. Tassinee’s phone rings twice before her mom answers.

“I’m a little busy right now,” her mom says, and every hair on my body stands up.

Because I know why she sounds familiar.

Before, when her voice was muffled through the door, I couldn’t place her. When she argued with Clarke in the boardroom, all I felt was faint recognition. Now, with her voice right by my head, I’m back in Clarke’s office, squatting under the desk while waiting for Sofia. The woman talking to Clarke, the one Sofia was so afraid of, was Tassinee’s mom.

The room spins around me, and it’s all I can do to grab Tassinee’s attention.

“Mom, I need your help,” she’s saying, when she catches sight of me. I’m drawing a hand across my neck in aggressive, exaggerated motions.

“But it’s just research related,” Tassinee says slowly, paling. “So I can catch you later.”

Her mom says something in Thai, sounding faintly annoyed. Tassinee barks something back and hangs up.

“What happened?” Jaden asks. And I’m not sure what to say—there’s no proof, not when we know she’s part of the Institute, but I ignored my instincts at the party last night and there’s no way I’m walking into another trap. I do what I wish I’d done earlier, and tell them about that night at the Institute with Sofia.

“Tass,” I say. She’s not looking at me. “Do you think there’s a chance your mom’s involved?”

I want her to tell me to shut up, but instead she sighs quietly.

“Honestly, guys, I’m not sure.”



“She’s been acting weird since the beginning of this program,” Tassinee says, resuming her pacing. The sun creeps out from behind the clouds for a brief moment, sending a shaft of light across her hair. It’s damp from her shower, stuffed into the shoddy ponytail I made while holding her hair back over the toilet.

“I don’t have the best relationship with her,” Tassinee continues. “My mom’s awesome to everyone who knows her—a single Asian woman who’s made it so high up in this Institute. I can’t possibly spit on her legacy and my gifts. What would that make me?”

The sun slips away, coloring her in shades of gray. “When I agreed to attend the program, she was the happiest she’s ever been with me, even more than when I agreed to take online Harvard courses when I was thirteen. I made a deal with her that I’d go, and if I still wasn’t into research, she’d support me in pursuing what I wanted for a change. It was weird that she agreed. Then something switched. She stopped talking about the Institute at home. Her excitement about my attendance wore down. You know, she was supposed to give us that orientation presentation about zenedine, but she didn’t even show. And, well…”

Tassinee sighs, then looks at me. “Don’t be mad.”

“Well, that’s comforting,” I say, trying to keep my tone steady, because my energy needs to be conserved for things like covering up a potential murder, not whatever bomb my roommate is about to drop on me. “Spit it out. It can’t be worse than the situation we’re in.”

“When we got our acceptances a year ago, I was supposed to room with Windale,” she says. “But my mom came to me and said I’d been switched out. I asked her for your profile, like the ones we got for our roommates, but she said not to worry about it.”

“What profiles?” I ask, distracted by that detail.

Jaden answers, “The ones they included in our welcome packets. There was a page on our roommates, just your typical background introductions.”

Not these missing welcome packets again. I’d thought it was an oversight, but unease clogs my throat. Everything I’ve attributed to chance and bad luck is appearing far more calculated. But I still don’t understand the motive. What do you get out of not giving me a heads-up on my peers?

“Okay, but that isn’t the important part,” Tassinee says. “The point is she asked me to keep an eye on you.”

The tips of my fingers tingle. “Like, spy on me?” I ask. “Is that why you were so friendly?”

It’s shockingly bitter, realizing that every time Tassinee begged me to come to dinner, or showed me a new painting with a ridiculous name, or asked me which of her two very similar pink blouses would fit better with her outfit, it was pretense. I shouldn’t feel betrayed since I’d never really let her in. But I’m close to throwing up all over the bare wall.

She winces. “No, I did want to get to know you, I swear! I don’t heel when my mom commands—you know that.”

I do, but it’s really hard to be logical right now.

Tassinee plows on. “She asked me about you whenever she called. Was not thrilled we weren’t on friendlier terms, that I knew next to nothing about you and how you spent your time. I thought she cared about the teacher’s nominee and wanted to make sure you had support; it was her idea I help you with coursework. And, well, that went well.”

“Was it her idea to let me follow you to the board meeting too?” I ask sullenly.

“Wait, what?” Jaden asks.

Tassinee grins. “Nope, that was all me.”

“They were talking about Sofia that day,” I say, giving Jaden a quick recap. “Tass’s mom was arguing with Clarke, and it sounded like she was having doubts about the whole thing. Maybe she can be trusted?”

I’m not feeling very trusting, especially after Tassinee’s confession, but we’ve been pushed into a corner.

“Maybe we table that until later,” Jaden says, holding out his index finger and counting up. “What we know so far: One, Tass’s mom is part of the Institute, involved with some sort of research to do with Sofia, who’s been MIA. She may or may not have tried to stop things, but hasn’t succeeded. Two, Tass’s mom wanted Aarya to be watched. Three, Aarya’s been receiving weird, threatening notes since the start of the school year.”

“Four, we were drugged and left by our missing-now-dead classmate’s body,” I say.

The ensuing silence is uncomfortable. We’re scientists—we follow the facts and draw reasonable hypotheses.

“There’s a clear common denominator here, and it’s me,” I conclude.

“But why?” Tassinee asks. “Why would someone come after you?”

I don’t have an answer that makes sense. I’ve told them about my suspicions around zenedine, how it might be impacting us as well, but they don’t know about my memories. I’m too scared to probe right now, to search for how many recollections are missing, not when I’ve got drugs coursing through my system. It would only amplify my panic.

“I don’t know,” I tell them.

“Is there someone in your past?” Jaden asks hesitantly, glancing at Tassinee. “Someone your parents know?”

My vision flashes red. Faces, voices, all a blur, none of it coming into clear focus. This threat that pounds through my veins is familiar; my body knows its weight, like it’s a recurring dream I’ve had multiple times. Déjà vu—that’s what’s been haunting me since I arrived here. Feeling like I know Tassinee; believing that I’ve heard her mom; having this intense connection with Sofia, someone I’ve met only a handful of times. But I don’t know why, I can’t remember, and strain I feel on my temples suddenly balloons.

“I don’t know,” I rasp.

“We need to figure out who slipped something into our drinks first,” Tassinee says gently. “Where is Sofia’s card? Can we use it?”

I reach over for my grimy leggings. “It should be in my pocket—”

My hand closes around soft fabric. There’s nothing there. My chest constricts as I try to remember when I saw Sofia’s card last—did I have it on me after I took Tass and Jaden up to the tree house? Did it fall out in the forest?

“It has to be somewhere in here,” I say, my voice shaking. How could I have lost our one leg up?

“It’s okay,” Tass reassures me quickly. “We can look for it later. I’m going to hang around the library and common room today, see what I can get out of people.”

“I’m going to the lab,” Jaden says. “I’ll see what I can find on the computers.”

“I guess I’ll look for Sofia,” I say. First she goes missing, then her card. This puzzle feels like it’s going backward. “She’s got to know more, and I’m worried.”

Jaden doesn’t look thrilled but he agrees. “And act normal today,” he says. None of us want to talk about the body, because what’s there to say? The deed is done, and now we have to see how this plays out.

Jaden helps me to my feet, and it’s difficult letting go of his hand. Then I remember something else. Tassinee said she’d gotten her acceptance a year ago.

“Wait, when did your mom switch you out?” I ask Tassinee as she’s leaving my room.

She cocks her head. “A couple months before the program started. We were in Bangkok for Songkran, so April.”

I stumble.

Jaden shakes my hand gently. “What is it?” he asks.

“I only committed to the program a month before it started, in August,” I whisper. I can barely remember April, but my parents were still resisting the idea then. “Someone here was intent on making sure I arrived, one way or another.”



I’ve convinced myself that this tree house is magical.

It’s always been a little weird, a little different, every time I’ve come back. A part of me imagines it empties itself when I bring anyone but Sofia here, and maybe this visit, on my own, will reinstate its former presence. The fact that I’m even entertaining the idea is a sign of how bad things have gotten. At this point I’d fit right in with the conspiracy theorists on fringe forums, but I’m convinced that whatever is happening at the Institute is deeper than what Jaden counted off on his fingers.

The calluses on my palms split open as I scale the tree, and the last bit of hope in me is quenched at the sight of the bare tree house. How? How does this place look like it’s been swept by time, a sandstorm of history fallen over the floorboards, wiping away any trace of what I remember? I walk around slowly, seeing things I hadn’t noticed earlier.

When I was here with Jaden and Tassinee, I was so panicked I didn’t pay much attention to the clues left behind. There are chips on the wood that weren’t there before, like someone picked off splinters while bored. I study the ground for any signs of disturbance, but nothing. Still, there’s something picking away at my brain, a light knock from a late-night visitor that I almost don’t hear, that I almost turn away from and sleep through. But it’s there, persistent, wanting to come inside.

Something drips on my shoulder.

The sky is cloudless through the tangle of branches, but the boughs are weighed down by flowering gums, a blood-orange color that sticks out from the dark green leaves. But I don’t remember this tree ever having flowers. I’ve been visiting since the program started in September and the flowers should’ve been there since they hit peak bloom in July.

An empty tree house, a changing tree, and its resident girl nothing but a mystery. I know I saw her; we sat side by side right there; she still has the hoodie I gave her, the hanger empty in my wardrobe. There’s proof that she’s there and proof that she isn’t and if I could just find her—

Another drip, this time on my nape. I wipe it away and my fingers come away red. I stumble, and in the blink of an eye, the flowers melt, falling to the floorboards in fat, wet drops. My face numbs from disbelief, and when I look down, the soil around the tree glimmers a strange electric silver, like molten metal. There’s a shrill peal in my ears, so devastating that the world is an explosion of stars and splinters as I leap to the ground. This can’t be real, but no matter how many times I try to blink the hallucination away, it stays, vivid as my worst nightmares.

You’re not well, my mom whispers, a ghost.

I sprint toward the Institute, and a chorus of murderous caws shakes the trees.
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“Do you have that soil sample?” I ask, barging into the lab.

Jaden jerks from where he’s sitting at one of the computers, the crease between his brows deepening. “Are you okay?”

Each breath is shrill, painfully drawn. Everything hurts, my head, my arms, my legs, something rotting in my chest. My parents’ voices taunt me with feigned concern, and all it does is send bolts of fear through my fragile veins. “No, but we need to test that soil sample. Immediately.”

He’s by my side, catching me when I sway. “Sit down, Aarya.”

He leads me to a chair and takes a seat on the floor. What happened at the tree house tumbles out.

“Shit,” he says, leaning his head on my armrest.

“Yeah.”

The only indication that he’s thinking hard is the steady tap of his finger on the arm pad.

“Okay,” he says with the same resolve he embodies when he’s about to boss me around. “I’ll finish the isolation and send that out for sequencing this week.”

I wipe my runny nose with my sleeve. “I can help.”

“It’s a one-person job,” he says evenly. “Besides, I’m faster than you.”

I let out a deeply unflattering snort that evolves into a hoarse chuckle at Jaden’s smile. He’s cut right through the wild commotion, and when his hand closes over mine, tentative, the pain eases momentarily. His thumb keeps tapping my hand, and I don’t know if he realizes what he’s doing, but this gentle rhythm moors me to the present.

“We’ll figure it out,” he says with admirable conviction.

Normally I’d point out how he can’t promise that, not when it’s clear we’re battling forces much bigger than ourselves. But I’ve come to treasure his steadiness, and even if I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this, I know he and Tass will be by my side, trying as hard as they can.

“Okay,” I tell him, surprised at my own even keel. I still feel the wet flowers on my back, and my spine’s stiff as a ramrod. But I’m not alone in this mess. I don’t need to be.

And there’s no one I’d trust more than my team.



Over the next week, I ponder the validity of group hallucinations.

Jaden finishes the isolations, Tassinee and I continue with the research, and the investigation proceeds the same way it has so far: quietly. So quietly that Clarke’s decided we’re ready for weekly tests again now that our final is coming up in a few weeks, along with our complete proposal deadline. It’s easier and easier to imagine that it’s always been the five of us, that our night in the Presidio was nothing but a shared nightmare.

“I pried Bishop today. He claims he passed out here that night,” I say, tossing a tennis ball up in the air as I lie on Jaden’s bed. Tassinee is sitting on the floor, while he’s packing some of his essentials in a duffel bag. He’s been sleeping on our couch since that night.

“Question is, do we believe him?” Tassinee asks.

I want to, but I know I shouldn’t. I’m having so much trouble believing that the same boy who once spent an hour lamenting Gauss’s law with me would do this. It’s also impossible to assess guilt when I’m racked with it, and nobody’s acting even remotely composed. Bishop’s a mess over Maccauley; he can barely string together sentences even when he’s sober.

“It’s him or Windale or both,” Jaden says.

“My money’s on her,” I grumble.

“She wants me to go to dinner with her mom tonight,” Jaden says. “Dr. Jean is back in town and apparently she promised she won’t cancel this time.”

I sit up straight. “Are you going to say yes?”

He gives me a funny look. “No, I’d rather gouge my eyes out. It’s hard enough to pretend like nothing’s changed between us without having to sit through dinner. With her mom. The other day, I was checking to see if our sequencing results came back, and she wouldn’t let me leave until I said I’d consider it.”

“Isn’t this longer than the sequencing lab normally takes?” I ask.

“I may have sent them to a different lab,” Jaden confesses. “Not the one the Institute contracts.”

I hadn’t even thought about the fact that our first sequencing results came from the Institute’s partner. If anything is awry with zenedine, their reports may not be reliable. “Smart.”

“Try not to sound so surprised,” Jaden says, before batting a notebook from Tassinee’s hands. “And stop touching my things.”

“This place is so neat,” she says, running her hands along the carpet. “Don’t you ever feel the need to mess it up?”

I take stock of Jaden’s room. He has the equivalent of Tassinee’s room in our residence, but the insides couldn’t be more different. Everything is … brighter than I expected. The place is filled with warm colors, splashes of red and orange—a sharp contrast with the cool blues and greens outside. A queen-sized bed is pushed against the side wall, opening up space between the desk and wardrobe. A rolled-up gym mat is tucked in the corner, and fresh towels are stacked on top of a metal cart. There’s a half-torn basketball sticker plastered to the side, and that’s the messiest thing I can find.

“It doesn’t even smell,” Tassinee remarks.

“Of course it doesn’t,” Jaden says, gathering more books from his desk and putting them in a bag. It keeps closing on him.

“Let me help,” I offer, holding the ends apart so he can stack his things easily. His fingers brush mine as he concedes control, and a strange electricity sparks at each bit of contact. Jaden’s eyes shoot up to mine, and my cheeks heat up when I realize his face is inches away. His mouth parts like he’s going to say something, and I really need to stop staring at his lips. Is this uncomfortable sensation in my stomach what people call butterflies? Because it feels a lot more violent than fluttering wings.

It feels like my blood vessels and stomach muscles are constricting so hard I can’t breathe, which is, physiologically, exactly what’s happening. They should call it something more accurate. Like wasps. Or disembowelment.

“Wait, do you have a suit?” Tassinee calls. Relieved by the interruption, I look over my shoulder to see her prodding at a suit-shaped bag in his open closet.

Jaden groans. “It’s not a suit. It’s a tux. And the other reason I said no to Windale today.”

I try to act nonchalant. “You going somewhere?”

“Do you have a date?” Tassinee asks.

We both freeze, him presumably figuring out a way to answer that question, and me, far too eager to hear his answer. How humiliating would it be if I was just thinking about having feelings for the guy and he turns out to have a partner? Our time at the Institute has been bizarre; we’ve spent hours together, talked at length about a variety of topics, and dumped a body into the bay, but he’s never mentioned being with anyone.

He would mention that, right?

“No,” he replies, after far too long. I think I blacked out. “But my family has a thing. We host this party around the start of the season. It’s a whole affair.”

Tassinee appears next to us as if she’s been summoned, hands on her hips. “You’re going to a party tonight?”

The thought that he could dress up and go out is preposterous, entirely unreasonable. Unwanted images of Jaden in a tux pop up in my mind, and my knuckles whiten on the bag.

“If I don’t go, it’ll be weird,” he argues. “Some of my students are invited. I can’t not show up for them. And my brother would kill me.”

“Well, you have fun with that,” I say, returning to his bed. Sometimes I forget my teammates have lives outside of this, while I’ve been frozen in time and space.

Jaden clears his throat. “I was going to ask if you both wanted to come.”

Tassinee and I go quiet. Jaden continues, “I know the timing is the worst, which is why I didn’t ask you earlier, but I really don’t want to go alone. Clarke signed off on my absence and I can get my parents to ask him for you. My dad will do it if he thinks my attendance hinges on you both coming along.”

“Might be good for us,” Tassinee says, looking at me. “It’s been claustrophobic, and I haven’t gotten out of the Presidio in weeks.”

There’s a whole real world out there, and it terrifies me. I remember how I felt on the bus, lost and overwhelmed by everything. That adventure had ended so poorly on so many levels—and the stakes feel even higher this time. What if something happens while we’re gone? I want to say no, but Jaden’s looking so hopeful that the denial dies on the tip of my tongue.

“Okay,” I say, regretting it immediately.

“Be ready by five,” Jaden says, smiling. “I’ll send a car for you.”



“I still don’t understand why you brought so many dresses.”

Tassinee shrugs. “I thought we’d have more events. You know, cocktail parties, balls, like they do at British universities.”

I frown. “First, we’re underage. Second, we’re scientists. What balls did you think they were going to host for us?”

She nudges me. “You look great. Relax, please?”

I yank the edges of my dress down, even though I’m sitting in the back of a car. Next to me, Tassinee glistens in a straight-cut gold number that’s flickering in the setting sun. There’s a shimmering gold clutch on her lap and hoops in her ears, and her hair is held together by a black French barrette.

She tried putting me in a silver dress “so we can match,” but I recoiled the moment she held it out. “Aarya, he’s wearing a tux,” she scolded. “And who knows when we’re going to get out again.” She doesn’t verbalize the unspoken part: that this feels like our last hurrah. We’ve been running so fast from our decisions, but they’re breathing down our necks, and tonight we’re in a full-blown sprint, playing poker with fate. For one evening, I hope we’re dealt a good hand.

The good news about the silver dress is it didn’t fit. Bad news, the only thing that did was a black off-the-shoulder corset dress that dips far below my comfort zone before flaring at the hips. Tassinee’s frame is narrower than mine, and despite my stubborn efforts, most acceptable options refused to budge above my thighs. Tassinee looked elated, but I feel like I’m wearing someone else’s skin. I can’t remember the last time I had this much exposed. Thankfully, shoes were less of a problem, and I slipped into Tassinee’s shortest white heels.

“We’re here,” the driver calls as we turn into a gap between the steepled trees that mask rich people’s homes from curious plebeian passersby.

It takes a moment for me to process that Jaden has money.

This shouldn’t be a surprise, considering everyone in the cohort does, but there’s something different about seeing it in person. We pull up outside a Tudor-style house, its exposed woodwork illuminated in golden-hour light. Everything looks expensive, from the paver driveway ornamented with marble posts to the variegated plants in the manicured yard. Faint music and laughter escape through the sealed windows, and my disorientation only grows as we abandon the safety of the car. When we step inside, I realize we’re in a whole new world.

There are caterers holding trays with flutes of champagne and bowls of caviar. The wallpaper is this beautiful beige and gold, complementing the warm yellow glow from drum chandeliers hanging along the middle ceiling panel. It’s so at odds with the cool tones of the Institute that the tension in my shoulders dissipates a little; I’m ready to let go of our misery.

At least for one night.

“Where is Jaden?” I ask, eager for a familiar face.

We peer over the crowd but don’t see him. Turns out he’s not that tall when you’re in a room filled with professional athletes.

Then I hear him. “Tassinee!”

We turn in unison, and Tassinee squeals, throwing her arms around his neck. “This is so cool!”

He’s grinning so wide, he’s almost unrecognizable, and my breath slips at the sight. I haven’t seen him happy in so long. Too long. He spots me over her shoulder, and his face fills with disbelief.

“Don’t you dare comment on the dress,” I say quickly. My cheeks are so red, surely they’re on fire.

He swallows visibly and pulls away from Tassinee. “I wasn’t going to.”

He adjusts his collar, and my prepared comments about the over-the-top opulence in this house fall short as I take in all of him. It’s not the tux, or the way the light hits the slant of his cheekbones. It’s that in a room full of strangers, the berating tone of my own thoughts, the ghosts of the days prior, and the pressures of school all fade away when I hear his voice.

I’m in so much trouble.

“Are you okay?” Tassinee asks. “You look like you’re going to throw up.”

“I’m fine,” I wheeze. “Just need some water.”

“I’ll grab some; I want to explore,” Tassinee says, and vanishes.

Jaden is still staring.

“Are you okay?” I ask, voice far too high-pitched.

“Hmm?” he says, then clears his throat. “Yeah, yeah fine. Just been talking to strangers all evening. I’m a little tired. Thanks for coming.”

“Thanks for inviting us,” I say, and I’m not sure if he’s trying to avoid eye contact too, because he looks away each time I glance at his face. “You clean up nice.”

Seriously? Nice? I’d like to disappear into the earth.

“Yeah?” he says, but he looks nervous, edgy. His eyes drop to my arms and gooseflesh peppers my bare skin. Then he frowns. “What happened there?”

He’s pointing at the light pink welt on my bicep. I thought they’d all faded, but my skin looks agitated, like it did after those mysterious flies. “Not sure. Something probably bit me.”

“I see,” he says, bewildered. Something is bothering Jaden, but I’m inconveniently tongue-tied around him tonight, losing my train of thought each time I look at him. He gives me a tight smile. “Come on, let’s make the rounds. I can introduce you to everyone.”

Before I can tell him that is not necessary, his hand touches the small of my back and my skin explodes like someone’s held a firecracker to it. We brush past more people than I can count, but all I can focus on is the pressure of his fingers and the brush of his lapels against my shoulders. I’m not sure I’m breathing when we stop in front of a man who looks so much like Jaden, I do a double take. His conversation with a petite blond woman comes to a halt.

Damian Abrahms, rising basketball star, sweeps his brother into a hug. His face brightens when he sees me awkwardly hovering in the back.

“You must be Aarya!” he exclaims, enclosing me in a one-arm hug with his brother. I freeze, the contact entirely unexpected, and he lets go abruptly.

“Sorry, should’ve asked,” he says sheepishly. “I just feel like I know you.”

“Same,” I sputter, even though that’s not true at all. “Congrats on the win?”

Jaden guffaws, and his brother’s eyes twinkle with delight. “We’ve lost the last few.”

My cheeks burn, but Damian is unfazed, patting my shoulder. “Seriously, thanks for coming with J. He normally hates these things. Usually requires more cajoling but apparently company helps.”

“Think we all needed it,” Tassinee says, reappearing by my side with a glass of water. I accept it gratefully, ridiculously parched.

Damian’s smile fades. “How are you all doing?”

“Shit,” Tassinee says.

“That tracks,” Damian says. “Things have been weird out here too. All that quirky stuff about San Francisco is going mainstream. CNN put out some article about a new snake or rosebush or something in the park.”

“Those are two very different things,” Jaden says, mildly amused.

“You know what I mean,” Damian replies, gesticulating wildly. “Something something new species. Anti-extinction trends. I tried remembering details for you, but it got too complicated. Have you heard anything about that?”

We exchange a heavy glance. I know what Jaden and Tass are thinking, about my theory on radiation and zenedine manufacturing.

“You know what, forget I said anything,” Damian says. “You’re out of there, so let’s get you nerds loosened up. I keep telling J he needs to come home and visit more, remember there’s so much more out there. Come on.”

From then, it’s a carousel of faces and names I cannot keep track of.

Despite Damian’s news, the muscles in my back slowly unclench. Tassinee was right. This party has been the complete opposite of the bus ride—it’s nice to step outside, be around normal people whose worlds don’t revolve around the Institute. I’m still a little overwhelmed from meeting everyone and exercising conversation muscles that I haven’t used probably ever, but I’m getting the hang of it quicker than I thought. Someone’s talking about their recent cooking experiments and Jaden tells them about how we nearly burned our residence down. Tassinee and I can’t stop hollering at videos Damian pulls up of Ellie the Elephant twerking on the basketball court. No one asks us about our work beyond the basic, superficial questions, and it’s … freeing. I didn’t realize how confined I’d felt, like it wasn’t possible for us to leave.

I meet Jaden’s parents, who are exactly how I’d imagined, his dad’s laugh like a warm summer rain, his mom fussing over us, insisting we eat far too many chocolate tarts (her favorite). I meet the woman who runs the tutoring group Jaden works for. She’s mesmerizing, and so cool, and I ask if she needs more volunteers. She says she’ll call me, and I try not to notice the funny way Jaden’s looking at me, surprise with a tinge of awe. I realize I want this, to be the kind of person who makes the light in his eyes catch, who throws him off guard in the best way, and it turns my knees into gel.

“Excuse me,” I whisper out of courtesy, slipping away before anyone can stop me. I head up the stairs toward the veranda, which is mercifully empty because it’s freezing out here. I won’t last long, but it’s a brief reprieve from an overstimulating evening. The city twinkles through a light haze, and a river of red and yellow car lights stream along distant rolling hills.

Exuberant conversation gushes from behind. I look over my shoulder to find Jaden, who’s shutting the door behind him, and I’m dizzy all over again.

“You okay?” he asks, and I angle my head to hide my rising blush.

“Yup,” I answer as he leans against the railing. “Just needed some quiet, and I was admiring the city.”

“It’s a nice city,” he agrees. “Have you had a chance to explore?”

“Not one bit,” I tell him, surprised at how sad that makes me. I’ve seen incredible things in the lab, and I’ll always want to explore the microcosmic world, but there’s an unfamiliar ache in my chest when I look outside a microscope. When’s the last time I went on a trip that wasn’t a stinky bus ride to San Francisco? My mind turns up frighteningly blank, and I’m so grateful he’s here.

“What else do you want to do with your life?” I ask him. “Besides research, I mean.”

“Asking the hard-hitting questions this evening,” Jaden says wryly. “Let me think about that. I guess I like to hike? I’d wanna backpack around the world.”

I spin toward him. “Really?”

Jaden laughs. “Why do you sound surprised?”

“It just feels very … unstructured,” I say. “Impulsive? I always pictured you as a day-by-day itinerary kinda guy.”

Jaden grins. “You can plan a backpacking trip, you know. Being impulsive would be barging into Professor Clarke’s office with a brand-new report or tailing your classmate through a storm.”

“I was being tactical,” I argue half-heartedly, grateful that he’s ignoring the plethora of other evidence he could use against me. Always so impulsive, my mom warns, and this time it sounds more sad. It sounds like me. “I don’t know, I guess I’ve always felt like I’m barely holding on to what I have. And I’m so scared of losing it all at any opportunity. It’s easier to seize the moment in case the chance doesn’t come around again.”

I’ve never verbalized that before. No wonder I’m always so tense. I’ve never given myself a chance to slow down.

“I get it,” he says after a beat. “You feel like you’re always behind.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly it,” I murmur, shivering as the wind picks up. “Sometimes I don’t know what I’m going to do next. But you’re the opposite; I always know what you’ll do.”

Jaden huffs. “Are you calling me predictable?”

“I meant that you’re reliable!” I say, laughing. “It’s a good thing.”

And I mean it too. He and Tassinee are the sturdiest people I know. The wind dies down, and it’s suddenly, painfully quiet save for my chattering teeth. Jaden shrugs his jacket off and settles it over my shoulders. The warmth is instantaneous, but it’s his sudden proximity that’s making every inch of me stiffen.

“You’re being nice,” he says, an echo. It’s what I’d told him when I was sick. When all of this began. He’s teasing, but there’s something else to his tone, a challenge. The smell of his sandalwood-and-cedar cologne envelopes me, and all I want is to step forward and wrap my arms around his waist. Instead, I study his face, the sweep of his cheeks and the crook of his nose, and wonder when I started wanting to kiss him this badly.

“I didn’t say you’re not predictable,” I say, praying he’ll ignore how breathless I sound. “What else do you have up your sleeve besides backpacking?”

I expect him to push back, put the ball back in my court, continue this dangerous game in which neither of us wants to make the first move. But for once that mischief on his face has softened, and maybe it’s my brain playing tricks, but he looks as dazed as I feel. Jaden’s eyes drop to my lips, and a destabilizing heat grows in my stomach.

“I think I could surprise you,” he says, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, but his fingers linger, grazing the nape of my neck. My brain is undergoing some kind of siege because I can’t think or move or—

The sliding door crashes open and we leap apart. It’s Tassinee, staring at us with plain terror. She’s holding her phone up in the air, and the fact that she doesn’t make a single comment about how Jaden and I sprang apart like a snapped rubber band tells me it’s bad.

“I just got a text,” she says, chewing her lip. “They found a body in the bay.”
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The lights in the common room are white and soft, like the city’s high summer fog. It blurs everyone’s features, wet paintings that have been smudged across the boundaries of my vision. The low hum of the TV rings in the background, the volume turned down as the screen remains empty with anticipation. Nothing is in focus, and there’s a point in my chest that’s uncomfortably pinched.

“You need to hold it together,” Tassinee warns. We’re huddled into one corner of the crimson couch. Her nails dig into my wrist but I welcome the call back to reality. I don’t know what I look like, but if it’s half as bad as I feel, then everyone isn’t looking at me because of our outfits alone.

Windale shimmies into the empty seat next to me. She smells faintly like orange blossom. “This is horrible, isn’t it?”

She’s looking at me funny, and I realize I’m still wearing Jaden’s jacket.

“Awful,” Tassinee says. “Have you heard anything else?”

Windale shakes her head. “Only what was in the group chat.”

The words flash in my mind. Three lines of white text on blue from Bishop Gunthry.

body in the bay press

announcement soon get back

here ASAP

The caviar in my belly threatens to make a reappearance. Windale leans in, her cloying perfume suffocating. “Do you think there’s evidence with his body?”

Tassinee replies, “I hope so. We deserve answers.”

Lies tumble from her lips with electric persuasion. Is it because she knows she’s innocent of the act, if not the aftermath?

Bishop reaches for the remote and turns the volume up. A news anchor appears on-screen at the same time Clarke enters the room, flanked by two detectives. He looks like he’s aged a decade in the last week, his beard more peppered and jowls more pronounced.

“Turn that off, Mr. Gunthry,” Clarke instructs.

“This evening the body of—” the anchor says before Bishop obeys. We stare at Clarke, aghast. Behind him, Jaden slips inside and makes his way around the room to us. Now we’re all here, a tightly bound nucleus, unwilling to be split apart.

“It’s best if you hear it from us,” Clarke continues, gesturing at the TV. “As you may know by now, a body was found earlier this evening, but we do not know whose it is.”

We all start talking at the same time.

“Because of water damage?” Tassinee asks, looking green.

“You truly don’t know, or are you waiting for official confirmation?” asks Bishop.

“Surely you can tell from the clothing,” Windale protests.

Clarke raises a hand to silence us.

“You will learn details once we are prepared to share them,” the detective says. “But as you may expect, a body changes things. This is now a murder investigation.”



I remain in the common room long after everyone’s gone, sitting at the top of the stairs that head to the lab. I’m still for so long, the automatic lights switch off, and I can see only because of the faint blue night-lights that stud the walls. It doesn’t matter, though, because the images filling my vision are things that don’t exist.

Maccauley’s face morphs into Sofia’s. A dead raven soars above, its head crooked and watching. The dark imprints of veins snaking up my fingers writhe like the ivy outside the Institute’s doors. I can’t shake the feeling that nothing in my body feels right, nothing belongs to me. The last time I saw Sofia she said that nothing felt real. I see what she meant. I keep waiting to wake from this miserable dream, but each time I open my eyes, I’m caught in another nightmare. It’s an endless loop.

A muffled cry sounds from downstairs. My ears perk up, fire ants crawling across my back. Another sound, like a suppressed cough.

I get to my feet and the lights switch back on. The crying stops.

It’s probably my imagination, but this gripping alertness doesn’t ease. My leaden legs bring me downstairs. Just to make sure it isn’t Sofia. To make sure no one’s there.

Except someone is.

Windale’s curled up against the wall outside her team’s office, and if it weren’t so clearly obvious that she’d been crying, I would’ve promptly left her alone. Her skin is blotched, and her honey hair curtains her face. She rubs her nose with the sleeve of her sweater and jumps to her feet, looking half terrified.

“I didn’t realize anyone was still here,” she says, dabbing her cheeks. I can practically see her brain catch up to her mind and mark the moment that mask falls over her features like plaster, hardening everything. Still, she hiccups, tears escaping despite her furious attempts at stopping them. “I’m going to go.”

“Wait—” I say, biting my tongue right after. The last thing I should be doing is standing here with her, alone, but she looks like a mess. It’s oddly comforting, watching someone else fall apart for a change. “Are you okay?”

She stares at me. “Are you?”

“We can talk about it,” I say awkwardly, and she draws back, studying me like she’s trying to figure out my play. If only I had one. “If you want.”

When she doesn’t answer, I wish I’d bitten my tongue. I’m about to leave when—

“I’m just sick of this place,” Windale says, pressing her fists into her eyes. “Nothing has been what I thought it would be. All this shit with Maccauley and their nonsense, secretive research. They didn’t even let us pick our own project, kept asking us to do things without answering our questions. Everyone except Maccauley, of course—he was the special chosen golden boy who had all the information and now he’s gone! Probably dead!”

This is the most she’s ever said to me; she’s spilling like a fountain, laughing hysterically.

“You’re right,” I say, trying to dampen the panic that arises as warning words blare across my vision: Windale probably drugged us. Windale’s probably dangerous.

Screw that—I’m so close to answers. Time to lay my cards down. “Clarke pushed us in a direction we didn’t want to go either. You’re doing stuff with emotion stimulation, right? Working with a human subject?”

Windale’s laughter clots, and all I hear is her breathing, loud and heavy. “Where did you hear that?”

I feel sick. Sick with satisfaction, curiosity, despair, but I keep pressing. “Something Bishop told me,” I lie, stepping toward her. “And so many things here seem wrong. Do you feel it too? Not just with the animals and the trees, but with our heads. Maccauley wasn’t doing well and I feel like I’m losing a hold on myself and your assigned project is to do with memory. It can’t be a coincidence.”

I’ve said too much but I don’t regret it. Windale’s eyes are wide, unreadable. I choke out my plea. “Windale, you need to tell me. Are you working with a girl? A preteen?”

Her brows furrow. “What?”

“Where is she?” I press, but Windale looks genuinely confused, as though she has no idea who I’m talking about. It stops me in my tracks.

She backs away, shaking her head. I wish I could read the thoughts clamoring across her face. I’m studying her for signs of guilt, or something to tell me that she knows more than she’s letting on, but all I see is sheer terror. She can’t even muster a word before she flees up the stairs.



Someone’s knocking on the door.

I jolt out of bed. Not because of broken sleep—it’s a fool’s quest to try to sleep after this evening—but because my first thought is This is it. This is when the whole charade ends, when the curtain’s pulled back and I’m left as the sole jester, dancing for a court of veiled figures. Maybe Windale thought I was acting suspicious earlier this evening. Maybe she told them to come get me. A part of me has reached acceptance because I can’t handle the not knowing of it all any longer. I’m drowning in guilt, and every time I go to sleep, I wonder if this is the day I choke in my unconsciousness.

Wouldn’t that be an easy way out of this mess.

The visitor knocks again. Jaden’s gone back to his residence for the night and Tassinee must be dead to the world because I don’t hear even a shuffle downstairs.

My clock reads 12:45 a.m., which is both too late and too early. The black dress from the party pools at the foot of my bed, the fabric grazing my ankles as I slip on sweats and head to the window. I’m not sure who I expect to see at the door, but it’s not this: a person with long hair, wearing some sort of trench coat that billows wildly in the San Francisco gusts. I wait for them to go away, but when they raise their fist to knock again, I give up all pretenses.

The carpeted stairs are rock-hard as I pad down them. Another insistent knock. Who could possibly want to speak to us right now? I contemplate grabbing a knife from the kitchen. I’m not sure who I’ve turned into, wandering bleary-eyed through a darkened house, preparing to greet a midnight visitor with a weapon. A minuscule part of my rational brain is screaming at me to go upstairs, and wow is my underdeveloped prefrontal cortex working overtime, because I pause. Think.

Then a door swings open and I hit the kitchen counter so hard, a sharp pain radiates from my tailbone up my back.

“What the—”

It’s Tassinee, by her door, hand on her heart. She flicks the light on. “What are you doing?”

“You decided to sleep through someone ready to take our door off the hinges,” I mumble, slightly embarrassed. Well, that eliminates the option of ignoring our guest, because they’ve been alerted to the house’s residents being wide awake.

Tassinee looks annoyed. “Do you really think I’ve been sleeping?” She holds up her phone. “I’ve been trying to get her to go away.”

“Huh?”

She’s staring at the window like the grim reaper’s come to collect. Her face is ashen but determined. “My mom,” Tassinee says. “She wants to talk.”

Tassinee storms to the door and flings it open. I hear her name, followed by an explosion of Thai from both mother and daughter. I try to catch a glimpse of Tassinee’s mom, but my skin is crawling from their voices, the familiarity, and I’m holding on to the kitchen counter for dear life. Tassinee’s mom turns to take off her shoes after closing the door.

I’m glad for the extra balance, because when she looks at me, I’m about to pass out.

Déjà vu on steroids doesn’t quite cover it. It’s volatile, atavistic; one look from this woman and there’s an arm down my throat, pulling my guts out. She looks exactly like Tassinee—they have the same heart-shaped face and razor-sharp features, down to the penetrating dark eyes and high cheekbones. What sets them apart is their contrasting auras. Tass is easygoing, but her mom radiates a stern power that could rival Professor Clarke’s. But otherwise, Tass is her mom’s carbon copy.

“Are you okay?” Tassinee’s by my side in seconds. I’ve slumped over. The smell of her lavender shampoo is my anchor; I breathe in and out, letting her steady me, but I can’t look away from her mother.

Whose expression is unreadable.

“Yeah, it’s just been a night,” I say quietly. Where do I know this family from? It can’t be a coincidence; I can’t possibly have such a visceral reaction to a stranger. She has to remind me of someone, but as much as I rack my head, I can’t think of who. It’s driving me nuts—first Tass, now this.

“Have we met before?” I blurt out.

“I don’t think so,” Dr. Yang responds. But she doesn’t school her expression fast enough. I catch it—a second in which her mouth parts in surprise. Fear.

“What do you want, Ma?” Tassinee asks. She’s next to me, hand on my waist. It’s comforting, but hostility oozes from her pores.

Dr. Yang laughs. “A body shows up in the bay near my daughter’s school and you ask me what I want? I want to talk to you. This is a mess, and you won’t pick up the phone or text me back. What is going on?”

I flinch, not because she’s angry, but because I can hear what Tassinee’s blatantly ignoring—a current of hurt. It’s exactly Tassinee, to the core. They’re a pair of mirrors with a crack run through.

Tassinee replies, “I don’t know what you expect me to say. You know more about the investigation than I do.”

“I don’t want to talk to you about the investigation,” Dr. Yang says. She looks between us, sets her jaw. “Can we talk in private, please?”

Tassinee shakes her head. “It’s one in the morning. Call me like a normal person tomorrow, and we can talk. But you’re not going to barge in here in the middle of the night and ask my roommate to leave. If you’ve got something that urgent to say, you can say it here.”

Dr. Yang looks like she’s been slapped, but she doesn’t respond.

Tassinee laughs. “That’s what I thought. Good night.”

She releases me and goes back into her room.

I’m about to turn on my heel and leave when—

“Stay away from my daughter.”

“Excuse me?” I whirl. She’s my height, but Dr. Yang is looking at me like I’m a foot below her.

“You heard me,” she says. “I know you’ve become close, and it’s not good for either of you. If you care about her, you will stay away from her.”

“Didn’t you want her to keep an eye on me?” I accuse, walking toward her. She looks wary, but she doesn’t retreat or deny it. I’m tired of playing coy and speaking in riddles. Windale was a dead end, but Dr. Yang doesn’t have to be. “What is it that you know? Is this about Sofia?”

At the mention of Sofia’s name, Dr. Yang pales.

“I knew it,” I say, victorious and sick. “Where is she?”

I’m seconds from shaking her by the shoulders when Dr. Yang backs away.

“You would do best to forget that girl’s name,” she snarls. “And I don’t want my daughter to end up like her.”

Tassinee’s door swings open.

“Get out, Mom!” she says, running up to me. And I wonder if she heard all that. What she makes of it. Dr. Yang is stunned as Tassinee pushes her out of the house and slams the door shut in her face.

“Let’s go,” Tassinee says, picking her fleece jacket off the coat hanger.

“What? Go where?” I cry, still stuck on my bizarre interaction with Tass’s mother. I don’t want my daughter to end up like her. What does she mean?

Tassinee grimaces. “To get some answers.” She produces a black card from behind her back—it looks identical to our identification cards, but there’s a silver-gray band on the top. Like Sofia’s missing card.

“I swiped my mom’s card, and we better get moving before she realizes it’s gone.”
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Jaden takes a solid ten minutes to open his door.

He’s wiping sleep from his eyes, and I absolutely do not have the time to focus on his low-hanging sweatpants, or the pillow marks imprinted on his cheeks. He said his back hurt from our couch, but I think he wanted to be alone after the press announcement.

“You better have a good reason for this,” he groans.

Tassinee flourishes the card in his face. “We have limited-time security camera access,” she says. “Good thing you’re already changed.”

The way you know it’s been the weirdest few weeks is that Jaden doesn’t ask a single question. He grabs a hoodie, and we’re moving before the night can catch us in one spot.

“So she just showed up in the middle of the night?” he whispers incredulously as we weave our way through the trees. “That’s weird.”

“That’s what I said,” I mumble.

Tassinee’s jaw ticks. “I figured it’s now or never. She calls me almost every day but I don’t see her in person, even when she’s at the Institute. I’m sure she’s going to notice her card’s gone soon, but that’s a problem for later.”

My throat clogs with inexplicable emotion. “Thank you,” I say as we approach the building. There’s a heavy sort of anticipation around us, like we could actually break out of this rut. Answers lie on the other side of this terrible, reckless plan, but we need every opportunity we can get. The drugging, Sofia, Maccauley, zenedine … I know the detectives didn’t find anything in the tapes, but I have a gut instinct that there’s plenty Clarke didn’t share.

I flash back to our first day here, Clarke’s approval of this Institute’s veil of secrecy. My staunch defense of it. It makes me sick to think about now, the advocacy of an institutional tool that protects the crooked. There’s no saving the ones it harms, no accountability. And I’m seeing firsthand how the lack of balancing mechanisms hinders progress itself.

I knew nothing back then.

“I don’t know what you’re thanking me for; it’s my neck on the line too,” Tassinee says lightly. Her lips quirk as she swipes the card, unlocking the door. “No turning back now,” she says, handing us gloves that we slap on.

We enter in the dark. It’s eerily quiet, more so than when I came here with Sofia. Usually someone’s around at all hours—using the lab, in the library, brainstorming in the common room—but ever since Maccauley’s disappearance, everyone collectively decided to avoid the main building at night. The sense of safety has been shredded, even if he was taken in the middle of the day. Thank god for that now.

Still, we creep down the hallway in complete silence, guided by Jaden’s phone’s flashlight.

“The security rooms are this way. My mom took me once,” Tassinee whispers, pointing to the right branch of a hallway. She’s anxiously checking her phone while walking. I hold my hand out—it’s not like she’s going to pick up her mom’s angry call in the middle of breaking into the building. She hands it over reluctantly.

“I’ve got no sense of direction. We’re following you,” I say.

She nods nervously and keeps going until we get to the restricted area. I’m hit by the same feeling I experienced when I saw Dr. Yang: a relentless battering of waves on crumbling rock. The flooring and wallpaper look similar to the rest of the mansion—olive-green friezes; thin, dark carpeting. There are doors on either side that look unremarkable, but I’m overwhelmed by the sense that I’ve been here before. Unease crawls up my neck, like a spider tangling in my hair. I’m this close to asking them to turn around when—

“Here!” Jaden cries, holding his light up to a locked door. A small placard to the right reads:

SECURITY PERSONNEL ONLY

“Perfect,” Tassinee says, unlocking the door.

My breath halts as we enter. I don’t know what I’m expecting—Clarke, maybe? A snare to swoop in and catch us in the act? A blaring alarm, warning the powers that be of intruders? But we’re greeted by a low hum. It takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the flashing lights of a complex security system, a wall filled with dozens of screens focused on different parts of the Institute. The door closes behind us.

“Holy shit,” Jaden says, walking up to the monitors. Some places are easy to recognize—our residences, the Institute itself, the library, the lab. Some take me a moment to place. There’s a camera focused on an area of the Presidio, but I can’t tell where. There’s another trained on the perimeter of the grounds, one on a parking lot behind the Institute—it’s strange, seeing all this in one place. A bird’s-eye view into the bubble we’ve been living in for months.

There’s so much these cameras must have seen. Hope burns the back of my throat—these files could contain all the answers I’m looking for. We could see who moved our bodies, who moved Maccauley. I could even look for the tree house—

Tassinee’s over at the computer to the right, and she lets out a yip of delight. “The card unlocks the computer too,” she says, and by the time I look over, she’s got folders open. My unease grows heavier, and I need to sit down. This feels easy—way too easy—but my tongue refuses to sound a warning. It’s fight, flight, freeze all over again and it takes Jaden touching my elbow to shock me out of it.

“We’re going to be okay,” he says, and the contact floods warmth through me. He guides me to Tassinee, who’s furiously clicking through folders with various dates. “All right, this should be it,” she says, opening the folder from the night of the party. We’re holding our breath as the screen shifts and the folder is … empty.

“No way,” Jaden says. “They wiped it all?”

“How did the detective not catch that?” I ask, swallowing down bile. “He had to have asked for this?”

Tassinee nods. “They definitely would’ve reviewed the day, around the hours he was last seen, but everything from this week is gone.” Including any footage of us in the Presidio. It’s a sweet relief, sharpened by dread. Because if the footage was wiped, it means someone knows. Someone who hasn’t said anything.

“They must have shown him something else,” Jaden reasons.

He doesn’t say what we’re all putting together. Someone is covering up what happened to Maccauley, probably the same person trying to frame us. And that person is here, on the inside.

“But why would they wipe evidence of us as well?” Tassinee asks. And I don’t know the answer. Neither does Jaden. Because if the true perpetrator doesn’t want to hand us over to the authorities, what do they have planned?

Instinctively I look at Tassinee’s phone and inhale sharply. “Tass. Ten missed calls and a very, very angry text.”

Stop whatever it is that you’re doing and call me back immediately. I’ve protected you but this has gone too far. I will call the police if I don’t hear from you in five minutes.

Sent four minutes ago.

Tassinee swears and snatches back her phone.

“Go call her. I don’t think there’s anything for us here,” Jaden says, opening the door. But that isn’t true. We’ve checked only the night of the party, but I have so many more questions. I need to find Sofia. A delirious part of me is starting to think I’ve made her up, and even the parts of my memory that felt concrete are starting to fray.

I need to see her again, if only on video. If only to know she was real.

“Give me five more minutes,” I say. “I want to see something.”

There are questions all over their faces.

“Okay, I’ll stay with you,” Jaden says, but I wave him off.

“Go keep an eye out for cops,” I reply. “Please, I’ll explain later. It’ll be quick, I promise.”

Tassinee exchanges a look with Jaden, but they don’t try to convince me otherwise. She’s dialing as she steps out, and Jaden pauses a moment longer, holding my stare. I wait for him to challenge me, but to my surprise, he backs down.

“Be careful,” he warns, and the door swings shut.

The clock’s ticking, and I waste no time wondering if I’ve made a terrible mistake asking to be left alone. Still, some things I have to process on my own. I scan the folders and am relieved to see the local copies going back to the first day of the program. I don’t remember the exact dates I met Sofia, but I make my best guesses, searching for the days I met her at the tree house. For the night she came to my room.

I find nothing.

There are no gaps in time stamps from what I can tell, but surely something’s missing. The mouse trembles under my hand as I go to the night Sofia and I broke into the Institute—I saw her by the trees. I know we stayed in blind spots, but surely the cameras caught something …

I’m in a trancelike state, clicking at random, looking for anything that’ll help me feel less out of my mind. Some pieces are falling into place as expected—Jaden and me studying in the library, Tassinee and me waiting for the car to pick us up for Jaden’s party, the three of us in the lab. No signs of Sofia, but something else is bothering me. I never see myself going out into the woods, not until the evening I took Jaden and Tassinee with me. It makes no sense.

When was the first time I met Sofia? The day I arrived. Panicked, I look for my arrival date in early September and double-click. I’m holding my breath as I study the footage from the camera angled toward the gate. Everyone else arrives, but not me. I rewind the file, go to the previous one. I got here before all of them, they put me in that room before orientation, but no matter how far back I go, I never see myself.

How could that be?

My heart rattles so violently it’s like I’m possessed. My memory feels fractured, a pot that someone’s picked up and smashed to the ground. But there are pieces that don’t fit the design, and I’m not sure where they’ve come from.

It’s terrifying, to doubt yourself. I nearly fall out of my chair when the door swings open, but it’s just Jaden. His frown sets deep lines in his forehead.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he says. “What were you looking for?”

“Anything to do with Sofia,” I answer hoarsely. “But I couldn’t find her.”

Jaden tilts his head. “Is that why you look so shaken?”

I nod, even though that’s only part of the story. “Any news from Tass?”

“She’s yelling at her mom,” he says, “but I couldn’t follow. We should get out of here.”

He’s right. We’ve overstayed our break-in, and we have nothing to show for it. At least, not in the ways it matters.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asks gently as we step out of the security room.

My mouth is dry. I’m not sure what to say. Because in some ways it does feel like I’ve seen a ghost.

What do you do when the ghost is you?
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“Are you sure she didn’t call the cops?” I whisper.

Tassinee shakes her head. “She was furious but she didn’t do anything. She’d never risk that.”

“Can you both shut up?” Bishop calls from across the library.

“Sorry,” we say in unison.

It’s tense in here, for more than one reason. Our final report is due in two weeks, which is preposterous considering the developments in the investigation. But according to Clarke, the work doesn’t stop for anything. Our cohort resembles a line of automatons, studiously preparing for finals while crumbling on the inside. The pages in front of me may as well be blank.

Ever since we checked the security tapes, I keep having out-of-body experiences, moments where I’m watching myself from above. I pinch my wrist, the sharp pain drawing me back to the moment, but it’s only a temporary balm.

“Can we help you, sir?” Bishop says, in a far more tempered tone than the one he used with us.

The detective is at our library door. Alone.

“I was looking for Professor Clarke,” he says.

The whole room holds its breath. He strides closer toward our table, and there’s something different about him. He doesn’t look as menacing, but the calculating expression as he studies our ink-stained fingers and book-filled tables feels more dangerous. I knot the soft flannel of my shirt in my fist.

“None of you have seen him?” he asks. We shake our heads, confused. Clarke is never in the library—and how did this detective get inside without permission? It feels intentional, catching us off guard without adult supervision.

He turns on his heel, a small smile playing on his lips. “Very well, I’ll go look elsewhere.”

A hollow buzzing sounds in my ears, and I detach. Just as the detective makes an abrupt, bizarre exit, I make a split-second decision.

“Restroom,” I mumble to Jaden, who looks extremely unconvinced by this lie, but neither he nor Tass moves fast enough to stop me from bolting out of the library.

Movement is good for me. Moving and talking and doing things to remember that I’m here, that the world around me is concrete, that the people I’m talking to are living, breathing flesh and not mirages. Movement can get me answers before I lose myself entirely.

I break into a jog behind the detective, whose long strides have already led him to the other end of the hallway. I’m not sure if I should call after him and slow down—people have been killed for less than chasing after a police officer—but I’m too desperate.

He must hear me because he pauses, turns to his side. He’s cast in low shadows, his uniform jarring against the crimson patterned wall behind him.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” I say quickly, before my bravado disappears.

“I’ve wanted to talk to you plenty, but we get interrupted at every turn,” he says, looking pleased. Like he wanted me to come after him. Now he has me here, alone in a dark hallway with no witnesses.

This man is not on my side, but no one else will give me answers about Sofia, and I’m not sure where to go. “This isn’t about Maccauley,” I say. My tongue is so dry it’s an effort to peel the words from my mouth. “This is about another student, someone who’s missing.”

The detective frowns. “I haven’t been told about another student.”

“She’s not in our cohort,” I explain. “She’s part of the research. I met her on my first day and we’ve seen each other a few times, but lately I can’t find her. And no one else has met her. I’m not … I’m not sure who else to tell.”

The detective looks at me pityingly, and I steady my voice. I can’t look like a girl crying over her friend. “Her name is Sofia Castillo.”

Something in his expression flickers. I can practically see his guards click into place, and this innate sense sends a shard of fear through my heart.

“You have some nerve,” he says quietly.

I flinch at the venom in his voice. “Do you … do you know where she is?” Because he has to, because why else is he behaving this way? But he lets out a hoarse laugh, runs his hand through his hair, and I cling to the terror of that sound. The shiver it sends down my ramrod-straight spine. But then the edges of his face dull, and when I blink, he blacks out entirely.

Pay attention.

I pinch my wrist. Snap back into my body.

The detective is still there, and he takes a menacing step in my direction. “You kids sit here and think you own the world. But I’ll get each and every one of you in the end,” he says. My back hits the wall, and he’s so close, his chest only inches from my face.

“You may think these walls will protect you,” he says, looking ghastly in the light. His blue eyes look like activated luminol. “But no one will stop me from tossing you where you belong once this is over. We’re coming for you. And I advise you—”

“Aarya!”

The detective takes a giant step back and air whooshes into my shriveled lungs. Footsteps sound down the hallway. It’s Tass. She looks at him dispassionately and says, “Next time you want to talk to her, make sure Clarke’s around.”

He laughs. “Next time she wants to talk to me, make sure she isn’t digging herself a damn grave.”

Tass looks stunned as he walks away. I slump against the wall, catching my breath. My fingernails claw against the frieze, trying to feel, trying to make sense of that conversation, and—

“What is the matter with you?” Tassinee hisses, swirling to face me. “Are you trying to get yourself arrested?”

“I’m sorry,” I sputter. Tassinee’s mom acted weird when I mentioned Sofia, and now this cop? There’s something severely wrong, and I can barely stay present long enough to figure things out. There’s a new level to fear that I’ve never experienced before, like pieces of myself are floating in opposite directions.

Tassinee shakes my shoulders, breaking through my stupor. “Sorry isn’t enough, Aarya.” I’m shaken by the bite to her tone. “I get that you’re used to doing things alone, but now’s not the time for your solo crap. You’re being reckless and selfish and it’s going to screw us all.”

There’s a faint ringing in my ears. “I know,” I hear myself say. “I just don’t know—I don’t know what’s happening, Tass. I don’t know how to explain it.”

The memories, the voices, the way my thoughts have turned into water, and I don’t know where the current is leading me. It’s all buried under the mountain of shit we’ve found ourselves in, and something is so very wrong.

“Tell me,” Tassinee pleads, stepping closer. Her hands are warm on my shoulders. My vision blacks out.

“I’m scared,” I whisper into the darkness. Blink. Her face returns. “I don’t feel well.”

Not well not well not well

“Oh, Aarya,” Tassinee says, cutting through my mom’s voice. Her face shutters before she pulls me in for a hug.

“I think it’s the zenedine,” I confess, and it feels both enormous and terrifying to tell her, but the talking helps. Spelling it out makes it real. “I think whatever is happening to the city is happening to me. I’m losing my mind.”

She stiffens, but keeps stroking my hair.

“Let’s get you to a blood draw today,” she says. “I’ll get us permission and I’ll come with you. I know a guy at a lab and we’ll get to the bottom of this. You’re not alone, I promise.”

I nod into her shoulder, but I’m not sure it’s going to be enough.



The sun’s barely risen and we’re playing a desperate game of catch-up in the lab.

“This is going to be terrible,” Tassinee sings. She’s staring at our empty “Conclusion” section.

“We just need to get something in,” I mutter, but my entire connection with the research is shredded; I can no longer string together reason or insights. I tap away at the keyboard, but all that comes out is a summary of our incomplete results. This might be the worst thing I’ve ever submitted.

“Let’s hand it in as is—this doesn’t affect our final grade anyway. It’s a checkpoint,” Tassinee says. “They’ll have to understand that our heads aren’t in it. Who could blame us?”

She’s right. The fact that we’re here, working, while detectives are busy identifying Maccauley’s body is bizarre at best, abusive at worst. And then there’s everything else. True to her word, Tassinee got us off campus yesterday under the guise of meeting her mother and took me to a lab to get blood work done. Her “guy” was a burly, stoic man, a friend of her family who’s clearly known Tass since she was a kid. I sat there with my arm outstretched while she demanded a rush order for complete blood work—comprehensive metabolic panel, electrolytes, autoimmune diseases—and he asked remarkably few questions. Several vials of blood later, he sent us on our way with some of Tass’s favorite (delightful) juice packs, saying we should hear back relatively soon.

The trip off campus alone returned me to my body a little, and now I’m holding on for dear life.

“Hey, guys?”

It’s the first time Jaden’s spoken all morning.

I’m on my feet and by his side, near the computers, in seconds. He’s in his email, and the top subject line reads: Sequencing Results. Sent twenty minutes ago.

“Is that the new sample?” I ask, pulse racing.

“Yup,” Jaden says. “From the new lab. Look how odd.”

There’s a list of isolates, maybe twenty or thirty, and most of them say UNIDENTIFIED.

“That makes no sense,” I say, reaching for the mouse to scroll. My stomach is a pit. This can’t be another dead end. “How are the majority of isolates unidentifiable? We need to look at them ourselves.”

“I agree,” Jaden says. “But look at the ones they did identify.”

I’ve already been doing that. There are a few common soil bacteria, but some seem odd.

“These bacteria are typically found around cadavers,” Jaden says. My heart stops in my chest. We couldn’t possibly have dug around a body, could we?

Jaden reads my expression and holds his hand up. “I’ve got more, so hold your questions. After I figured that out, I started digging into it—sorry for not telling you right away. I tested the sample outside of the isolates and noted that it also has high levels of nitrogen, and high pH—”

“But the blue soil we’ve been seeing,” I interrupt. “It’s supposed to be iron. Shouldn’t that make the soil more acidic?”

“Unless it’s not iron?” Tassinee asks. “What the hell is it?”

“I’m not sure,” Jaden says. “But the pH and nitrogen findings are associated with soil after a corpse undergoes rupture. All that gut bacteria is released into the earth and puts the necrobiome to work.”

Tassinee wrinkles her nose. “But Maccauley hadn’t … ruptured.”

No, he hadn’t, and thank goodness for that.

Jaden nods. “Yeah, and Maccauley’d only been dead for a bit.”

If my heart stopped before, it’s fluttering like a hummingbird now. There’s a buzz in the room, a vibrating thread stretching between us.

“What does it mean?” Tassinee asks.

I dare him to say it.

“It means,” Jaden says, “that whatever body was in the soil around us was there for a very long time. Good news is, these results are pretty consistent across host species.”

“So it could be an animal,” Tassinee says. Her voice quivers.

“It could,” he says, but he sounds unsure.

Upstairs, the doorbell rings, and we jump out of our skins.

“It’s barely seven a.m.,” Tassinee exclaims. “Let me go check.”

She goes to get the door, stripping her PPE off her body.

Jaden plays with the end of his pen, the subsequent click click click a second heartbeat. The overhead lights sit behind his head; from my angle, his silhouette is dark and impenetrable.

“Aarya,” he says in a tight voice. After we got back from the blood work, I filled him in on how I’ve been feeling, about my memories and unease, and he’s been quiet since. A part of me worried that I’d scared him off, but I know his tells better by now. He’s been thinking. “I don’t know how to ask this. But can I see your arm again?”

“Why?” I ask, stretching my hand out. He rolls up my sleeve and studies the nearly faded pinprick near my elbow.

“Are you sure this was a bite?” he asks. “When did you notice it?”

“Weeks ago, around when I got sick,” I say, voice shaking. “Jaden, you’re really freaking me out.”

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “I know, I’m sorry. I’m trying to put all of this together, but it doesn’t make sense. You said your memories about the girl and other things feel fuzzy, and yeah, it could be zenedine, and I’m glad you got blood work done, but I don’t get why it isn’t affecting the rest of us the same way. And with the letters … I don’t know. Sometimes you look like you’ve been messed with.”

My heart stops as the implication settles. His thumb grazes the raised bump on my arm. “You think someone injected me with something?”

He doesn’t answer, but my brain is racing to fill in the blanks. Someone’s screwing with my memory, which is why I’ve constantly hit a wall. Why I feel so lost. I scrutinize the pinch of skin on my bicep, so clearly an injection mark. But how could I have not noticed? Unless I did notice, and then forgot … A terrifying realization occurs to me.

They’re trying to make me forget about Sofia.

“I was the first to meet her and offer her help,” I say quietly. “They must have caught on. That’s why they’re trying to get rid of me. They’re trying to make me forget what I know.”

Neither of us wonders out loud who “they” are. We know whose work centers on memory.

They’re right in this building with me.

My entire life spins out of control, and Jaden grabs my hands.

“We’re going to figure this out,” he pleads, an echo of Tass’s promise. “There’s also something else, but I don’t know if now’s the best time.”

“What?” I ask, insistent. “What is it?”

The door to the lab swings open.

We jump out of our seats to see Tassinee peering in. Behind her is a cop.

“Good thing we found you here,” he says, marching into the lab. Jaden shifts uncomfortably in his seat.

“You’re not supposed to be in here,” I protest. “You’ll contaminate everything.”

The detective lets out a hoarse laugh, then holds up a piece of paper. “I’ve got a warrant,” he says. “You three had best follow me. And not a word until we’re done questioning you, okay? I’ll be listening.”

I’m frozen, but Jaden gets to his feet. I want to grab his hand, I want to catch Tassinee’s gaze, but they’re both following the cop and I’m drowning. His footprints trail mud, and where the lab used to feel like a liminal space, caught between effort and result, dreams and progress, night and day, his marks puncture the suspended sense of time and space, and I’m brought crashing back down to earth with no one there to catch me.

In minutes, the common room is in chaos.

Everyone has been summoned, but we’ve been ordered to separate. A few detectives patrol the space, studying the wall art and drawing their fingers across the antique furniture. The whole thing feels perverse. Their faces fill with a pernicious sort of glee, even though Windale is sobbing into her sweatshirt in the corner and everyone else is in shock.

I’m sitting on the floor, back against one leg of the grand piano, when another detective walks in with Bishop.

“What the hell is happening?” he says, trying to shake off the police officer. “This is ridiculous—you can’t drag me in here like some street criminal. Have you called our parents?”

Everyone falls silent. The questions we’ve wanted to ask but haven’t dared. Truth is, I hope they’ve called my parents. I’m done with this. I want them here and I want to go home.

I strip my thick, fuzzy red socks off and ball them in my hands, squeezing the fabric to relieve tension. The cop smirks. “Soon. We’re speaking to the adults first.”

On cue, the door to the first meeting room opens and a staff member stumbles out, face blanched. The detective follows her, and the blood in my veins turns to ice when he looks at me.

“We’d like to speak with you,” he says coldly.

Clarke’s already in there when I enter, sitting on a chair in the corner. I can’t read his expression, and if he’s trying to silently communicate with me right now, no message is being received.

“You’ll have Professor Clarke in here with you as a guardian during questioning,” the detective says, gesturing for me to take a seat. “We want to get a better understanding of your whereabouts the night we pulled the body from the bay.”

“I was accompanying a classmate to an event,” I say, having practiced this line multiple times in the common room. I try not to scratch my arm, not to think about my stolen memories. “Jaden Abrahms’s family had a celebration that night. We left at around five p.m. and got back at ten.”

“Did you do anything unusual after you got back? After the press conference?”

We accessed the security room. I shake my head, and he looks disappointed. Clarke shifts uncomfortably in his seat.

“How long has Sofia Castillo been contacting you?”

I recoil, and I swear Clarke does too. My head throbs in warning, and I black out for a moment. As it clears, the detective leans across the table, and I’m not sure if I look guilty or terrified. Maybe they’re one and the same.

“What does Ms. Castillo have to do with this?” Clarke asks.

The detective ignores him. “We know you had a history of contact. We’ve traced phone calls to a pay phone near this Institute. When we spoke to her parents, they said she had mentioned a girl here. They couldn’t remember the name, but I had my suspicions. There’s a lot that doesn’t add up, and I’d like to give you the chance to explain yourself.”

Clarke has come around, hands settling on my shoulders. From the outside it might look protective, but his thumbs dig into my back in warning. If I weren’t so stunned by the detective’s comments, I would have yelped in pain.

“Ms. Castillo being in touch with this Institute is no surprise. She contributed significantly to the advancement of our milestone project, a matter I don’t discuss lightly,” Clarke says.

“Ah yes, this mysterious project,” the detective replies. He twirls a pen in his fingers, its sleek black body catching the light as it spins. “I’m glad we’ve come back to it; there’s so much I don’t quite understand about the work you’re doing here. I’ve caught up on the reports, the strange happenings on the grounds, all across the city. People think whatever you’re doing up here is leaking into the environment. I have many questions.”

“You do not have the clearance,” Clarke replies, refusing to address the allegations. “I’m not allowing this questioning to continue without a lawyer present. I invited you in because I believed you would respect the boundaries I have laid out, but since they’re being disregarded, I must ask you to leave.”

But the detective is flipping through his file, pulling out a picture. I look away, but not quickly enough to eradicate the image of a body on the edge of the bay. A strangled sob rips through my throat.

“It’s important that you look at this,” the detective says.

I keep my gaze fixed on Clarke’s polished black oxfords. My arm burns, and I sit on my hands to stop from scratching my skin off.

“She doesn’t have to do anything,” Clarke replies. “Aarya, you can go.”

“I thought you were friends with Ms. Castillo,” the detective insists, ignoring Clarke. The two men speak over me, for me, and I’m not sure who to listen to or what to do.

“What does she have to do with any of this?” I ask, avoiding the image on the desk. The detective’s steely look pins me in place.

“What doesn’t she have to do with this?” he asks.

“Aarya, leave now,” Clarke says. The words are harsh, a command that my body moves to obey, but something keeps me there a second longer, possessed by premonition. Dread spools in my belly, hot and searing. The burden of knowledge I don’t want confirmed.

“The body we pulled out of the bay,” the detective says, “is the body of Sofia Castillo.”
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Every sensation fades.

“Sofia?” I repeat. “How could it—I don’t understand.”

“We don’t either,” the detective says. Professor Clarke’s hands are still on my shoulders, but his grip slackens.

“Impossible,” he mutters.

But it’s not impossible, not at all. It’s the fear I’ve stuffed into the corners of my mind, the truth I’ve been running from as I search for evidence to refute it. The back of my neck turns cold, and it’s the strangest thing, really, that it feels like I already knew she was gone.

The detective continues, “We’re still gathering information, but dental records are pointing in her direction. As you can see, finding a different person as we search for a currently missing student throws quite the wrench in our plans. I think this one knows more than she’s letting on. How often did you see Sofia?”

My self-preservation has left me, the last memory of Sofia torn to shreds. Echoes of the knocks on my window, the visceral terror I could have molded with my hands, play like the resonant chords of a distant instrument.

And then there’s something else, whispers of conversations that I can’t recall, moments that my body remembers but my mind does not. It’s like when your hand flinches when brought close to a flame, an action ingrained from the memory of being burned.

Except I don’t remember what burned me.

“I met her when I arrived,” I say breathlessly. “And a few times after. I know she was—”

“Aarya, stop talking,” Clarke bellows. His face is red with anger, and I don’t know if it’s my shock or the tension in the room but he’s vibrating. “We need a lawyer here, and until then, no one else talks!”

He pulls the image of Sofia toward him, and my eyes follow unwillingly.

It’s a body lying face down in the water, so I can’t see a face. The steady, analytical clip of my brain trickles past the insurmountable numbness; the skin that is exposed is dark and marbled, and based on how distended and misshapen the body is, it’s likely been in the water too long to be identified based on a picture alone. But the clothing …

That’s my red hoodie. The one I gave Sofia.

Clarke grabs my arm. “Come with me.”

I let him lead me away. The faces in the room liquefy; the detective’s cries at Clarke to let go of me flux as though whispered through winding valleys. All I see is the red red red of the hoodie, my hoodie, on a dead girl’s body. The door flings open and we all stop in our tracks.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Tassinee says, gasping like she’s run through the Presidio to find us. “But you have to come see this.”

We rush to the common room, where all etiquette has dissipated. Everyone is there, glued to the TV. It’s the news, and the banner running at the bottom of the screen blares in white and blue. The detective swears under his breath and searches for his phone.

“How did it leak?” he yells into the receiver, and I’m so close I can hear the muffled response of whoever’s on the other end. But I can’t decipher the words because the anchor has my full attention.

“… police sources say that while formal identification is still underway, they believe the body is that of Sofia Castillo. While most details are still under wraps, we have learned that…”

There’s a searing pain at the base of my skull, and the world goes black.



There’s a constant, shrill buzz that only I can hear.

The documented effects of stress on tinnitus are well known, but what I haven’t read in any scientific papers is the desire for the sound to get louder. It’s just quiet enough that I can hear Tass say my name cautiously. I can hear Windale speaking to Jaden, the detective issuing demands into a phone, asking them to shut it down while Clarke attempts to reinstate order.

I don’t want to hear any of this—men attempting to seize control, this emotional catharsis of shock. I want to hear the ringing, I want it to be louder so it splits my brain in two, shatters my overactive imagination: Sofia floating in the bay face up, eyes empty, cheeks hollow of the little smiles she didn’t have left to give.

“This is ridiculous,” Bishop cries. He’s face-to-face with the detective, his figure inflated like he’s facing a bear in the woods. “You didn’t find Maccauley yet, you’ve got nothing going for you, and you want to shut down our research?”

That gets my attention. It gets all of ours.

“This is bigger than your work,” the detective says. He’s taking in our horror, and I wonder distantly how strange it must seem, that our research elicits a stronger reaction than the death of a girl. A girl most of us didn’t know. “And we have concerns about what you’re doing here.”

“Our work does not answer to your demands or concerns,” Professor Clarke says coolly. “Why don’t you let me handle how we proceed on that count, while you mind the parameters of your profession and continue this investigation?”

“They cannot be left alone together,” the detective snarls, and he’s waving around the room, but we all know he means me. I can’t be left alone, the girl whose red hoodie was found on a dead body. The only person here who understands the gravity of the situation. Instantly, someone presses into my side, and from the faint smell of leather, I know it’s Jaden. The detective looks between us and purses his lips.

It’s a silent protest.

“Do you have enough proof for an arrest warrant?” Clarke asks.

Jaden is the only thing holding me up. The hoodie, the messages between us, my admission of our history. The law is unfamiliar to me, but I know it doesn’t always make much sense. I can see it in the detective’s eyes; my hands are stained red, and the ringing in my ears decides now’s the time to turn shattering. It fractures my skull, this unbelievable pressure.

“… then I suggest you and your officers leave our grounds,” Clarke says.

I snap up, the sight in front of me blurred by tears. Jaden’s holding me tightly; I’m shaking against his grip. The unmistakable blue uniforms move out of sight, overpowered and outmanned by the professor up front. Everyone’s body language is defensive; Bishop flanks Clarke, arms crossed as the police leave the room. They all seem bigger—Windale and Tassinee emanate hostility, fury. It’s only me who’s small, hiding behind Jaden. The only time I’m protected is when they’re in front of me, and even then, I know it’s not for me.

It’s because of what’s at stake for them.

As soon as the officers leave, Bishop turns to Clarke. “We’re too close,” he says. “You can’t let them end things now. We successfully transferred the last—”

“Not here,” Clarke snarls. I catch it—the way he glances at me. My hackles rise as everyone else looks at me too. Windale sucks in a breath. My worst suspicions about their research, the injection in my arm, everything they’re trying to hide … they crescendo to a blaring wail. Tassinee reaches for my hand.

“Then outside,” Bishop says. “Now.”

Clarke leaves with him. Windale crumbles as soon as they’re gone.

“Oh my god, how awful,” she sniffles into her long sleeve. “To think Sofia … her poor parents. And to stop the Institute too, especially now, when we’re getting so close.”

Sofia’s name yanks me into the moment. I think back to Bishop stealing Clarke outside, Windale freaking out in here. Our research feels silly, inconsequential next to Sofia’s death, but whatever they were working on with Maccauley is on the edge of a breakthrough. They can’t see what’s happening in front of them.

It’s a dazzling, seductive state that I recognize and miss. I want to be there, not here in this uncertainty and pain.

“We should send her parents something. Flowers, maybe?” Windale babbles.

The familiarity in her tone is stark. Jaden notices too. “You know them?” he asks.

Windale shakes her head. “No, but our parents are acquaintances. I know she used to be here at the Institute.”

My heart is beating so fast, it’s a miracle I’m sitting up straight. Windale does know Sofia—regardless of how confused she looked the last time I confronted her. She played the fool so well, but I don’t have the energy to address her lies. I’m tired of fighting the gatekeepers. The blood rushes straight to my head and it’s like someone’s been strangling me, cutting off oxygen, and it’s all flooding back, too bright, too white, too blinding.

“Can you get me their phone number?” I ask.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she says, instantly wary. “They’re going through enough right now.”

I don’t know how to beg, but I’ll do it.

“I’d love to pay my respects,” Jaden intercedes. “It’ll be a quick message.”

Windale’s expression softens but she hesitates, surveying the two of us.

“Please?” Jaden adds softly.

“Okay,” Windale says, giving a long, inscrutable look. I wish I could tell what she was thinking. “Here you go.” She whips her phone out, her nails clacking against the screen as she asks for something that could shift the trajectory of my life. Sofia’s parents know about me; the detective said so. They’re the key to this puzzle with gaping holes.

“What about Maccauley?” Tassinee asks. She’s gone skeletal white.

“They said they’re still searching for him,” Windale says. “They’ve reached out to his parents, to give them the latest. They’re losing hope, though; his mom’s been a wreck since she heard he wasn’t doing well before he disappeared.”

She says something about another search party in the woods when Jaden’s phone pings. He flashes her a smile, then hands his phone to me.

I hesitate. “Come with me?”

Windale’s looking at us suspiciously, but I don’t have the time to deal with her issues. I just don’t want to be alone.

Jaden’s face softens. “Always.”

I try to swallow the lump in my throat as we head out of the common room. He hits dial on his phone, then hands it to me.

Someone picks up on the first ring.

“Hello?”

It’s a man, with a thick, gruff voice.

“Mr. Castillo?” I guess.

“Yes,” he says impatiently.

“I’m so sorry to bother you right now,” I say, hushed. Jaden leads me into the room by the entrance, the same one where I waited on my first day. Where I met Sofia. It looks different, redecorated, and the paint job has faded. “But I knew your daughter, and I needed to talk to you.”

“Who is this?” Mr. Castillo says. He sounds almost angry.

“It’s Aarya,” I say desperately. God, I hope she’s mentioned me. “I’m a student at—”

“I know who you are,” he says in a tone I can’t read. I almost sob with relief, and Jaden reaches out to touch my shoulder. He knows, he knows, and—

“If you dare contact me again, I will call the police,” he says. “And I will tell them everything.”

He hangs up.
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I go to the one place I know I can exist. I head to the lab.

The body of Sofia Castillo

How often did you see Sofia?

Stop talking stop talking stop talking

I jam my goggles on, tie my hair so tightly my scalp lifts off my skull. My hands run down the sides of my lab coat, savoring the way it falls on my body. How it makes me feel: put together and capable, when that’s the furthest thing from the truth. I pan the empty lab, the clean workspaces and the hum of the machines, more steadying than my own heartbeat.

I will tell them everything

Tell them what? They’ve made you forget

We don’t have assays planned but we do have wet mounts prepared from our strange soil sample. The sequencing lab may not have answers, but good old-fashioned microscopy might. I seal the edges of the coverslips and place them on the tray. Give them a few minutes to dry. Picture what happens to a body when it’s been submerged in water.

She’s dead she’s dead she’s dead

And I might be the only person who knows why. Or at the very least, I knew why. But that memory is gone, concealed behind murky clouds. I bite down on my tongue and move to the imaging room. I’m preparing the microscope when there’s a soft knock.

“I thought you’d be here,” Jaden says. He’d stepped outside to talk to his brother after my unsettling call with Sofia’s dad, and I’d run to my safe space.

I don’t say anything, continuing with the work. He joins me, removing the rest of the slides from the tray. There’s a mutual respect for the sanctity of this space; he doesn’t broach the conversation I’m so clearly hiding from.

“Oh, I brought you these,” he says, pushing something toward me.

It’s my lucky socks, the ones I took off and forgot upstairs. There’s a ball lodged in my throat as I take them from him—the color is tainted, and I can’t look at them anymore. He draws a sharp breath.

“Sorry, I just thought you’d … you seem to find comfort in them, and—”

“It’s okay,” I tell him, choking up. I didn’t realize he’d noticed, but how am I supposed to explain why they won’t work? “It’s okay,” I repeat.

He’s looking at me with an intensity that makes me squirm. “We don’t have to talk,” he says simply, and when he flicks the lights off, I’m filled with an unfamiliar sensation. There’s a comfort in the darkness that lets the tears fall down my cheeks. If he notices that I’m not moving anymore, he doesn’t let on. He pushes the first slide under the phase contrast microscope and turns on the monitor.

The image is a sea of squirming green lines. The effect should be instant, soothing, but there’s an inexorable tension tying my muscles into knots.

Jaden pulls a notebook toward him. “Isolate one,” he says. “Motile spirillum.”

He’s waiting for my commentary. I still can’t speak, so I nod in agreement and he writes it down, the scratching of pencil on paper subduing the frenetic energy coursing through my body. I should be studying these images for something odd, something unidentifiable, but I’m in a fugue state. Another pause before he swaps out the slide. My breathing slowly returns as I focus on his movements, the pattern of repetition, the semblance of control.

This time, the bacteria look a little thicker, stagnant as they float through the culture. “Isolate two, nonmotile rod bacteria.” Another pause, an invitation.

I remain nonverbal.

He continues. On and on as we move through the next four slides; each time he makes space for me to join. With every new sample, I regain control over my senses. The lines of the room sharpen, and the pictures of Sofia, the intrusive voices, dissipate behind his confident timbre. I move closer to him, to his warmth. He swaps out the last slide.

This time, several yellow-green dots light up on black canvas. Two tubular shapes stand out, moving slowly among the microbial stars.

“Isolate twelve. Motile paired rod bacteria,” he comments.

I find my voice in the back of my throat. “Presence of coccus bacteria indicates contamination.”

The pencil hangs in the air for a moment before he nods and writes down what I said. “Would’ve expected the images to be weirder.”

“Me too,” I reply, but the next moment I lose my train of thought.

His face is cast in a low blue light, and I read his features in shadows and texture, like I’m looking at him through a different microscope. The crook on his nose is more prominent, the swell of his lip fuller, and the heady weight of his eyes is heavier. I wonder how I look to him, if he sees a different layer to me as well. My heart picks up again, but for different, confusing reasons that took root weeks ago, and have only continued to weed through my consciousness. I step closer to him, a dare, a question, and he doesn’t move away.

“You’re upset,” he whispers into our bubble, the smallest of spaces between our faces. “This is an impulse.”

I jerk back. “Is it for you?”

“No,” he says firmly, then draws a sharp breath. His hand floats above my arm like he’s scared to touch me. “But I remember what you said at the party. About acting quickly because you’re scared to lose things. And I wanted you to know that I’m not going anywhere.”

My heart swells and stretches, like someone’s wringing it dry. Jaden’s still talking, babbling, and I’ve never seen him like this, nervous and unsure.

“This doesn’t need to happen now if you’re not ready,” he’s saying, and his throat bobs. “We can wait for all this to be over—”

Gently, I put a finger on his lips to cut him off, and god, I’ve wanted to trace the edges of his mouth for so long. Jaden’s staring at me, still as a statue.

“I’m not scared,” I tell him. “Not of this.”

I brush my finger against the corner of his mouth before pulling away, but he catches my wrist, then turns and kisses my palm. My heartbeat stutters like a broken timer, and all I can think about is his lips against my skin, the potent heat at the point of contact that could rival the sun. He steps closer, and I’m certain my soul’s being lifted out of my body.

“Good,” he murmurs, slipping my hand around his neck. “Because I’ve been waiting to do this.”

Jaden’s head dips, and I stretch on my toes to kiss him. His lips are soft, and he’s so gentle, his nerves showing only in the slight tremor of his hand as it splays against the small of my back, pulling me closer. His other hand cups the back of my neck, and I’m sure that he’s holding pieces of me together, and has been in ways I’ve only just begun to identify. I let go of the ghosts occupying my haunted home, let go of the deep, unending sadness that’s been eating me up inside, and it floors me then, the fact that I’m still standing, the fact that he’s holding me and that I’m here, solid in his touch while he’s melting in mine.

He breaks away for a breath, runs his fingers through my hair. I tilt my head up and smile, when the scatter of light across his face ripples.

“What—” I say, turning toward the screen.

“Impossible,” Jaden says, and I’m so glad he’s here because I wouldn’t believe this otherwise. The bacteria from a few seconds ago are changing.

From coccus to rod to spirillum. They shake and vibrate and glimmer, and bile burns the edge of my throat. This is grotesque, and there’s only one possible explanation for why organic matter can change like this, without explanation, without experimentation.

Experimentation that we know of.

“There’s zenedine in that soil,” Jaden says, confirming what we’ve known all along. The rumors are true—the experiments have leaked, and this “magic base” is disrupting genetic patterns in the city, mutating organisms in unexpected ways. The consequences are uncharted, potentially cataclysmic. The world teeters on the edge of collapse.

His coat vibrates. “Shit,” he says, letting go of me to check his phone.

“It’s Sofia’s parents,” he says. “They’re calling back.”



I hit the answer button and put the call on speaker. Jaden steadies me with a hand on my elbow.

I’m still shaken from my attempt at reaching out to them earlier—Mr. Castillo didn’t just seem to know me; he seemed to despise me. But the hello from the other end is not him.

Her voice is soft, like this conversation is secret. Her breaths, heavy and belabored, tell the truth of her heart breaking inside her body.

“Aarya, is that you?” Mrs. Castillo asks. She sounds so much like Sofia, her voice so jarringly familiar that I sway into Jaden.

“Yes, it’s me,” I rasp.

She inhales sharply. “I need you to listen to me.” This time, all the emotion, the pain, is replaced with hard steel. “Everything with this situation has gotten out of control, and I don’t know how to explain it all to you. I don’t … I don’t even know if I should. Don’t know if I can live with that.”

“I didn’t hurt her,” I say, my voice cracking. I don’t know this woman but I need her to believe me. The green imaging light flickers across Jaden’s face, but he is focused on me. Silence on the other end of the line.

“Honey, I know you didn’t,” Mrs. Castillo says.

My hands tremble. Fear, relief, guilt—the thing they don’t tell you about emotions is when they all reach a fever pitch, they feel the exact same. My ribs knit together, and it’s an effort to get anything out.

Mrs. Castillo continues, “How much do you know about Sofia?”

I bite down on my tongue. “We only met a few times. She told me she was part of a study. We became friends.”

There’s a knock on the door. It’s Tass, looking frantic. Jaden tries holding her off but she’s insistent, so I poke his shoulder and point at the door, telling him to go talk to her. I don’t want him to leave, but Tass looks like she’s going to have a meltdown, and I don’t want her barging in on this call. He gives me a brief nod, then heads for the exit.

“It’s impressive, what they’ve been able to do,” Mrs. Castillo says as Jaden gently closes the door behind him. Her disdainful tone catches me off guard. “I can’t be responsible for telling you the truth, Aarya. But Sofia … I know she cared about you. And she would want me to set you on the right path.”

“The right path?” I ask. “What do you mean?”

Sofia’s mom is quiet.

“Mrs. Castillo,” I beg, something inexplicable coming over me. It’s premonition, intuition, sixth sense, whatever you want to call it, but it’s seized me. There’s something about her motherly warmth that pulls out a confession, this belief that everything I touch rusts, and I’m holding things together in bleeding hands. “Please. I don’t understand what’s happening. This quarter … it’s been so strange. So confusing. First Maccauley, then Sofia, these notes, the bacteria.” I’m rambling, falling apart, and I’m not even sure if she’s still there until she says:

“I know.”

It rocks me to my core.

“I have to go soon,” she says. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you everything. Not like this, not over the phone, and I wouldn’t do it right. You have to figure it out on your own.”

“No, please,” I cry. “Please don’t leave me.”

“Go to the old school records,” Mrs. Castillo says. “Look for what happened five years ago.”

I’m not sure I heard her right. “What? Five years ago?”

Through the receiver, I hear someone barge in.

“What do you think you’re doing?” someone yells.

“Mrs. Castillo?”

The line goes dead.



Jaden and Tassinee are outside the imaging room, waiting.

“It was her mom,” I tell them, frantically waving the phone around as I relay what happened.

“Call her back,” Jaden says. “Make sure she’s okay.”

The phone rings and rings. I try again. And again.

Tassinee is pacing around us, typing furiously on her phone. Jaden’s hand is on the small of my back as he studies my face, waiting for the moment when someone picks up, but they never do.

“She probably can’t talk around whoever was there,” Jaden says, taking his phone back. My fingers feel brittle, shaky. That has to be it, because she has to be okay. At least she’s given me somewhere to start.

“I need to see the school records,” I tell them.

“Not now,” Tassinee says, clutching my elbow. “I have news.”

Somehow I know—there have been too many false alarms for this to not be it. At some point the universe has to stop stacking rocks on top of one another. At some point, it has to come toppling down. Jaden’s looking at his feet, blood drained from every inch of his skin.

“Maccauley?” I ask.

She nods, confirming my fear.

“He floated up; he was caught under a boat this whole time. And I’ve got good news and bad news,” she says. “I’m going to assume you want the bad news first—”

“Actually I’m feeling quite unwell and would like some good news,” I say, cutting her off.

Tassinee bites her lip. “We didn’t kill him?”

“I don’t know if any of us thought we did,” Jaden replies.

“No, no,” Tassinee says. “I mean, they know no one killed him. The medical examiner says he overdosed. They think he fell into the water.”

It hits me like a freight train. I collapse over my knees, the clean linoleum inches from my face. “That’s very, very good news, Tass,” I say. “That’s kind of everything right now.”

“There’s more,” Jaden says.

Tassinee is shaking like a leaf. “My mom got hold of security camera footage.”

I get to my feet. “The missing tapes?”

Tassinee nods grimly. My heart squeezes. “She saw us that night. Coming back to the residence late.”

I steady myself against the wall. Jaden jumps in, “But we were at a party. I know it’s not allowed or whatever, but everyone was out.”

But that isn’t what has my attention. “Did you tell her we were drugged?” I ask. Our investigation into the drugging has been interrupted, but if Tassinee’s mom has access to footage, maybe she can see who left us out there.

Tassinee nods. “Yeah, she saw us covered in dirt when we sneaked back in through the perimeter. I had to tell her we’d been drugged and she got really worked up, said I had to come see her immediately. Said she had information she couldn’t tell me over the phone. I’ve never heard her so scared, you guys. It really freaked me out.”

“She must know who did it,” I say softly.

Tassinee slips on her coat and heads to the door. “She’s on her way here now and we have to go see her.”

I sit up. “We?”

Tassinee nods. “She specifically asked for you.”
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“Did you tell her about the bacteria?”

“He did,” Tassinee says as she leads us into one of the labyrinthine hallways that I’ve only ever peeked down. She frowns at her phone, voice trailing off. “We can ask Mom about that too.”

“What’s wrong?” Jaden asks.

“That’s weird,” Tassinee replies. “She wants us to meet her at her car.”

Her phone vibrates again, and the little color left in Tassinee’s cheeks dissipates. “She says there’s a hidden door near the restricted areas, in the back of a storage closet that’ll lead out to the parking lot. Also, to make sure we’re not being followed.”

On that ominous note, we continue our journey.

“Now that I think about it, this place is so sketch,” Jaden says as we try a few doors to find this secret exit. His fingers recoil as he moves a stack of cleaning equipment in the back of a closet. “Cobwebs. Why hasn’t this been cleaned?”

Something flashes in the corner, but there’s no light. The floor shifts, as though angling me in the right direction. I’ve been here before.

“Probably because there’s a secret way out,” I say, uneasy at how sure I am. I lean across Jaden and push aside a mop, revealing a grime-soaked doorknob.

“I don’t want to touch that,” Tassinee groans.

Jaden nudges her over and wraps his hand in the bottom of his sweatshirt. He scowls as he battles the knob. “It’s jammed.”

“Move,” I say, wriggling to their side and placing my bare hand on the knob. It’s gross all right; my fingers sink into the metal a little. I wrestle against the handle, shoulder burning under the tension, but sometimes good old-fashioned rage can supersede strength. I’ll break this door down if I have to. With a low growl I twist until the door clicks open.

My hand comes away red.

I scream.

Jaden grabs my hands, studying my palms. “What is it?”

“Get it off!” I cry, looking away.

“Aarya, there’s nothing…” Tassinee trails off.

I blink past my tears, then look down. My hands are clean. What the fuck?

“I don’t know,” I mumble, feeling woozy, and despite me pinching my wrist, I can’t escape the visions intercepting my current reality.

It’s like someone’s unplugged something in my brain. I have a vivid memory of standing in front of a sink, washing my hands of something—was it blood? Dirt? Glittering mirror, gritty counter, shaking hands with skin that looks like it could peel off any second; it’s playing out like a movie reel, except I’m the subject and the camera lens at the same time. Unlike the holes in my memories, this is a slide that’s slotted back into place, but I don’t have context. It’s the fragment of a nightmare that stays after waking. The pressure in my head surges and I flinch, knocking into Tassinee.

“You good?” Tassinee asks, pulling my hand away from my wrist. The skin there is a dark red, nearly split from my nails. They’re both looking at me with so much concern, and I’m achingly, brutally terrified. It’s so obvious since Jaden’s said it: Someone’s screwing with my head. I square my shoulders, exhale in short spurts. Tassinee’s mom has to have answers. The door cracks open, revealing a sliver of gray sky.

“Yeah, let’s go,” I say.

There’s only one car in the empty parking lot, and Dr. Yang swings the door open as soon as we near.

“Get in,” she says. Her red-lined lips are bright, eliciting memories of the red hoodie, drenched around a corpse. “Quickly.”

I slide in last, next to Jaden. There’s something safe about being here, near the door. The leather seats are sticky, sucking my bare skin. Outside, the clouds move into formation. It’s gray gray gray.

Dr. Yang glances out the window. “Were you followed?”

“Enough with the dramatics, Mom. What is happening?” Tassinee asks. “Did you see who drugged us? Do you know?”

“I need you three to listen to me very carefully,” Dr. Yang says. “The board convened earlier this morning, and it’s only a matter of time before they use the security tapes showing you in the forest. I’m going to need you to lie low. Focus on the rest of the school year.”

“They’re coming after me,” I say, fighting to keep my anger down. “How do you expect me to lie low?”

Dr. Yang turns her cool, assessing gaze on me. “No, they’re not. They’re coming after me.”

Birds chirp distantly. Tassinee’s gone white as a sheet. “What do you mean?”

“You’re the one who had blood on her hands, correct?” Dr. Yang asks her daughter. We’re all frozen. “You’re friends with Maccauley. I’m sure it’s only a matter of time before the police want to speak to you, overdose or not. I need you to stay quiet.”

“The drugging,” Tassinee says. “The target … was me?”

The world shifts on its axis. Jaden’s hand closes over mine. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be—it was supposed to be me, the piece that didn’t quite fit.

“They’ve wanted to oust me,” Dr. Yang says, her jaw firming. “I’ve had concerns about the direction of this program, and they’re not happy with how vocal I’ve gotten. They can’t kick me out given that I’m one of two people with innermost knowledge of our classified work. I expect they believe framing my daughter and blackmailing me will do the trick.”

Her protests in the boardroom ring in my memory, as do her concerns in Clarke’s office. His blatant annoyance with her.

“What do we do?” Jaden asks.

“You do nothing,” Dr. Yang instructs. She turns her attention to her daughter. “No one is going to get to you. I will handle this, but I needed to let you know what’s happening, and they’re tracing my phone. Lie low, Tassinee, and for once in your life, listen to me.”

Tass is too shaken to speak. I do it for her. “We’ll make sure she stays out of trouble.”

Dr. Yang looks outside the window, stewing in visible anxiety. “Get back before they notice you’re missing.”

“Wait,” I say. “You have to give us something. Tell us about Sofia, about the research. What did they do to her?”

“I can’t talk about that,” Dr. Yang says firmly, avoiding my gaze.

“Mom—”

“Is this to do with my memory?” I ask, throwing caution to the wind. “Are there, I don’t know, things about Sofia that you’re trying to make me forget?”

“What?” Tassinee asks incredulously, to which Jaden mutters, “Later.”

But I’m staring at Dr. Yang, who purses her lips.

“You don’t understand,” she says, with emphatic determination. “I cannot talk about it. It’s for the best.”

I want to break something. “You have to tell us something or I’m not leaving. Tell us about zenedine. We know it’s leaked, it’s out in the soil, we have proof. Is that what you’ve had a problem with? That they’re hiding how they’ve made zenedine, botched the experiments? That it’s threatening life across the city?”

“Threatening?” Dr. Yang asks, looking shocked before letting out a high-pitched laugh. “You’re supposed to be the smartest kids. Tell me something: If zenedine had ‘leaked,’ as you call it, mutating living organisms in a way that was threatening the stability of ecosystems—wouldn’t much worse have happened?”

We’re quiet. She’s right. Our theories, if true, would have caused insurmountable, rapid damage. It wouldn’t have been this slow trickle of rumors, sightings over years.

“Let me tell you a secret,” Dr. Yang says. “Most valuable things in this world are only considered as such because of the opinions of a few wealthy people. Most of it is a farce, and zenedine falls squarely in that camp.”

“What do you mean?” Jaden asks.

Tassinee’s frowning too. But it’s coming together for me. The reports about San Francisco, the strange soil, birds, water. The cat out in the city. Every bit of this city touched by something weird, linked back to the Institute. All this time I’ve thought it was a precious resource, made in damaging, horrifying ways, its exposure causing frightening changes in living organisms. But what if the truth is much simpler?

Hadn’t Professor Clarke said the first day that evolution was a type of magic in and of itself?

“You never made zenedine, did you?” I ask quietly. It feels like uncovering a long-forgotten truth, a memory I’m dusting off. With all I know now, I’m sure that’s not far from what’s happening.

How much had I uncovered that they’ve made me forget?

“Wait, what?” Tassinee yells.

“That was a lie,” I say, with unsettling confidence. “Zenedine exists naturally in this city. It’s evolution, an adaptation to climate change, and already found in living organisms. You’ve just…”

“Staked our claim to it?” Dr. Yang says. “Correct. We discovered it, and the board plans on parroting the same story to the media. As of now, zenedine only exists in San Francisco, so it’s easier to control the narrative. They’d rather the world believe that zenedine has leaked than realize its availability is so vast.”

“But why?” Tassinee asks.

“Because there’s power in it being rare,” Jaden says, voice thick. “Because others don’t get to use it. Because its applications can be controlled and patented, used to only help those the Institute wants to aid.”

Science has never been neutral.

“People will find out,” I say shakily. “They can’t hide something like this.”

Dr. Yang’s eyes are cold. “You’d be surprised at what you can get away with when the world bends to your will. Now get out. Someone is coming.”

This time, we’re too shell-shocked to disobey. I have more questions, but the very air of this city has taken on a new color, a new consistency. The world has opened up to an extent I hadn’t thought possible. I meant what I said—I’ll make sure Tass is safe—but I’m too far gone to stop digging now.

As we get out of the car, I notice who Dr. Yang was worried about. There’s a tall figure approaching us, a man in a black suit. He radiates familiarity, and as he grows closer, I place the memory. The security guard who retrieved Sofia from the Institute room on the first day. He has the same mole under his mouth, the same thin lips. But there’s something different about him—his hair looks like it’s been sprinkled with snow, and the scruff of his beard is a warm gray. He looks older.

I break into a run. “You!” I yell. To his credit, he doesn’t so much as flinch. “I know you,” I say as Jaden and Tassinee catch up to me. “You know what’s happening to me, don’t you? You’ve been here since the first day—but how are you, how could you…”

I’m mumbling now, a distressed person imprisoned by the tricks of her mind. I’m more certain than ever that they’re watching me, waiting for me to break, but this man is evidence, he’s proof I was here. “Please tell me what’s happening,” I plead, and for a second his expression flutters with something like pity.

“I think you have the wrong person,” he says.

“You’re lying,” I say. I sound unhinged, Jaden and Tassinee are pulling me away, but the answer is here, so close, if only he would tell me.

The man shakes his head. “You’re looking in all the wrong places at the wrong time.”



“What are we supposed to do?” Tassinee asks as we walk back to the Institute. It looms above our heads, larger than usual, and I wonder what it would take for it to fall.

“That’s up to Aarya,” Jaden says, pulling us behind the building. The media is out front with their flashing cameras and curious eyes. The last thing we need is to be photographed.

They’re both quiet, waiting for my verdict. Tassinee’s mom dropped a bomb in our laps, but the zenedine revelation feels less shocking the more I think about it, and more memories tickle the grayed fragments of my mind. The man’s comment about looking in all the wrong places … I have the right places in front of me. It’s time I stopped running from them.

“I need to go to the library,” I say. “You don’t need to come with me, though.”

I don’t want to involve them more, not when things are starting to feel so dangerous.

“We’re coming,” Jaden insists, and Tassinee nods. Any arguments deflate in my lungs, replaced by deep relief.

“Okay,” I tell them, preparing to head back inside. “Let’s go.”

Unlike the rest of the library, the section with old school archives is horribly organized. There’s no rhyme or reason and we’re rummaging through piles of books. Clouds of dust fly up as we check binder after binder.

“I’ve gone through folders from a decade ago,” Jaden says, flipping through pages half-heartedly. “And I’m pretty sure I’m maybe the second Black student ever.”

“It’s been mostly white men up until recently,” Tassinee confirms, waving at the pile of ledgers next to her. “Anyways, I have the last four years. But I can’t find the one from five years ago.”

It’s like they don’t want us to find it, but between the three of us, there’s little we can’t accomplish. With each mislabeled and incorrect archive record, the questions in my head grow. Five years ago … what happened then?

“Found it,” Jaden says. He’s holding it out like it’s infected, then I realize he’s giving it to me. I cradle it in my arms as Tass and Jaden stand on each side, peering over my shoulders as I turn the heavy cover.

It starts off the same as the others. There’s a generic introduction to the Institute, followed by a yearbook. Weirdly, there are schemes of the buildings preceding important updates to faculty and the board.

“What’s that?” Jaden asks, pointing at an unfamiliar-looking floor schematic.

Tassinee frowns. “Apparently another lab that exists a level below the one we use. But I’ve never seen a door that would lead to another lab, have you?”

Jaden and I shake our heads, and I squint at the small print under the diagram.

Generous donations from the Loughlin family (pictured right) established the Institute’s latest lab. Construction was completed in February.

Explains why this made it into the yearbook.

“Maccauley’s family has deep ties to the Institute, huh,” Jaden says. “Makes sense that he knew more about Sofia and their milestone work than anyone else.”

“Yeah,” Tassinee murmurs, but there’s still a knot between her brows. “He’s never mentioned another lab, though. Neither has my mom, and there’s no way they didn’t know.”

“Let’s keep going,” I say as a buzzing kicks up in my head. This is weird, but not what Mrs. Castillo wanted me to see, I can feel it in my bones. I flip through pages until we get to the cohort’s headshots. Staring up at me is a picture of a white boy with curly golden hair. He’s wearing thick glasses and has deep dimples.

Stephen Gunthry.

“I didn’t know Bishop’s older brother went to the Institute,” Jaden says. “And why is the research redacted?”

It’s true. To the right of Stephen’s headshot is his bio, including his school, interests, and research assigned at the Institute, but most of it’s blacked out.

“It’s like what you found in Mac’s office,” Tassinee says.

Page after page, student after student. Mostly white, mostly male, with résumés so similar my eyes glaze over. And then I get to the last page, and I’m glad Tassinee and Jaden are here.

Because staring up at me is Sofia Castillo, but not how I remember her.

I don’t know how to explain it. She looks … older, and there’s something about her features that feels off. Was her hair that curly? Was her skin that tawny brown? I’m studying her shy smile and it feels like I’m looking at a stranger, but I know it’s her.

“What do you mean?” Jaden asks when I say this out loud.

“You know when you dream about people, but their faces don’t match their names?” I say. “But you wake up and you know who that was, even if it looked like someone else?”

“Disjunctive cognition,” Tassinee says confidently.

Jaden and I look at her. “What?” she says defensively. “I’m into dream stuff.”

“Well, that’s what this feels like,” I insist.

But this isn’t a dream. Is it?

My hands shake as I study the smiling picture of the girl whose body has just been found. Every page is inscribed with dates from five years ago. But the Sofia I knew was twelve, a subject, not a student; how could she have been in class then? Her profile tells me nothing new—except her research: redacted. My skull throbs. There’s something here that I can’t see, something I’m still missing.

Someone stumbles into the library and all three of us jump. It’s Bishop.

“There you are,” Bishop says, panting at the entrance. “Clarke’s been asking for Jaden and Tassinee. Can you come to his office?”

“What?” Jaden says. “What for?”

Bishop shrugs. “Not sure, but he said it was urgent.”

“He didn’t ask for me?” I say.

“Nope, specifically those two,” Bishop says.

“I’m not leaving you,” Jaden murmurs.

Tassinee nods. “Me neither.”

I don’t want to be alone either but—

“You should go,” I say under my breath. “Could be related to Maccauley.”

“Are you sure?” Tassinee asks uncertainly. She doesn’t look pleased, but I can tell she wants to know more. She’s barely had time to grieve her friend, but something’s broken in her spirit. She’s holding it together for me.

“Yup.”

Jaden’s fingers thread through mine. “No reason for both of us to go. I’ll stay with you.”

I squeeze his hand in turn, fighting the swell in my throat. Tassinee walks over to Bishop, who doesn’t look too happy with this decision, and I watch them argue at the entrance. I don’t like the image: Bishop tall and imposing, Tassinee standing alone in front of him, her shoulders uncharacteristically slumped.

“Tass, wait!” I call, turning to Jaden with new resolve.

“Nope,” he says, already shaking his head. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“You should go with her,” I insist. “I don’t want her to be alone with Bishop and Clarke, especially after we told Dr. Yang we’d watch out for her. I’ll be fine here on my own.”

Jaden looks like he’s going to fight me, but there’s no logical argument against that. Not when we know they’ve been targeting Tass this whole time too.

“Come on.” I try to inject a little lightness into my tone. “Don’t get all protective now.”

The furrow between his brow smoothens, but he doesn’t crack a smile. Instead, his arm stretches around my waist and pulls me close into a hug. For a moment, I feel like I’m made out of air. I don’t want him to let go or to lose this solidity or be alone. But I stay quiet, focus on memorizing the scent of his sweatshirt, and try not to cry. He presses a light kiss to my forehead.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” he says, pulling away. “Or I will torment you for the rest of time.”

“Don’t tempt me,” I say, hoping he doesn’t see the tears in my eyes. I glance back at Tassinee and Bishop, who are watching us with confusion. “You be careful.”

He squeezes my hand one last time, then lets go. “You too.”

I blow out a deep breath as they leave, Jaden glancing back at me over his shoulder. Clarke … what does Clarke want with them?

You have to figure it out on your own, Mrs. Castillo had said. Figure out what? Why Sofia was here all these years ago? Did it have something to do with why she died? Is this why I was injected by something, why my memory’s been stolen? The black redacted box is mocking me, and I withstand the urge to tear this book apart, peel under its pages. I keep going until the end. No answers.

There has to be more somewhere. The floor is spinning, or it’s just my head, but I walk aimlessly, pulling out books at random, desperately hoping for something, anything.

I realize I’m retracing the steps I took on my first day here, back at the section where I found the first book with the note, the one that led me to her. Where’s that crimson leather?

I left it for the first person to open my favorite book in the library.

There it is—tucked between two unassuming books. This time I check the cover. It’s untitled. I open the first page:

Frankenstein

This has to be misshelved; this is the nonfiction section. I flip through it, knowing there’s nothing in here about her, but feeling close to her spirit nonetheless. I shake the book in a last-ditch hope that another note falls out. Nothing. I sigh, letting the pages fall from between my right thumb and index finger, when something feels different. A heavier page.

Reopening the book, I look for the culprit. There, a small piece of paper glued onto a page. It’s an email—from who, I can’t tell—dated four years ago.

The press have been handled with regards to Ms. Castillo’s disappearance. For internal records, Ms. Castillo is presumed dead as of December this year.
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The trees rustle on the pathway, like they’ve been lying in wait.

It’s the quietest it’s been. Evening has settled over the Institute the way the stage goes black before the curtain’s pulled. I linger at the edge, vision torn by the branches ahead, some seen, others unseen, winding into the woods.

Presumed dead as of December. December four years ago.

I should get back to the residence, call Sofia’s parents again. Call Tass’s mom. Demand answers. But a part of me wants to run into the forest until I’m suffocated by its melting flowers and dark embrace. A moment of madness seizes me; I lift my hands to my head and scream.

The sound roars from deep within my chest, passing through the hollows of my bones. It echoes through the nearest leaves, like the wind is whispering back.

“I’m listening,” I beg quietly, at the mercy of the moment. “Please.”

Footsteps sound behind me.

“I was heading back when I heard someone dying,” Windale says, appearing around the nearest bend. “But I guess it’s just you.”

It’s a Herculean effort to not stiffen at the sight of her. I haven’t been alone with her since I caught her crying on the lab level. I wipe my blurry eyes, and she comes into full focus. Her arms are crossed over her chest, and despite hearing me howl, she doesn’t look unsettled. It unsettles me.

“It’s been a stressful time,” I say, setting out toward the residences. I need to be around other people, witnesses, if I’m being honest. It feels silly to see her as a threat; I’ve sized her up before, and despite having a few inches on me, she’s far more slender.

Annoyingly, she keeps pace.

“It has,” Windale agrees. “Particularly for you, I would imagine.”

Above, the clouds continue their slow dance, dimming the already frugal twilight. There’s a callous edge to her, at odds with how distressed she’s been this entire time.

“I’m sure you would know all about that,” I say. I’m tracing the boundaries of our thorny dynamic, seeing if she’s prepared to take the bait. Tass and Jaden would be furious at the risk I’m taking. I should wait for them, delay any confrontation, but I’m frazzled, desperate for any clarity.

I hedge a glance in her direction. A chill crawls up my spine as I notice how she’s staring at me, glassy-eyed. Like Maccauley before he died.

“I have to admit, I never thought it would be you,” Windale whispers. “I suspected, but they’ve been so secretive from the beginning. And then you gave it away the other day.”

“Gave what away?”

“What you are.”

I come to a stop. The wind kicks it up a notch, whipping my hair around my face. Windale mirrors me. This close, her blond hair is streaked with bits of golden brown. As the sun sets over us, the night brings out a different side to her. I’ve dismissed Windale for most of our time together, deeming her unworthy of my attention or care, but the way she’s studying me indicates I’ve had plenty of hers.

“You’re starting to figure it out now, aren’t you?” she asks.

“What is it?” I’m fighting to tamp down my anguish.

Windale kicks at the ground. “Our team research you were asking about. Like I told you, Clarke forcefully guided our direction. Do you know what we were asked to do?”

I remember their redacted reports, what she’d let slip. “Something about pain transferal. Stimulating emotion and memory.”

She nods. “Zenedine memory mRNA. We focused on the mechanisms of its formations. Professor Clarke wanted us to transplant powerful memories.”

My teeth chatter.

“It was, of course, only one part of the Institute’s milestone project. Maccauley figured out that the final goal of this milestone project was soul transference.”

That knocks the wind out of me. “Soul what?”

“Implanting lives,” Windale says. “Of course, we debated what a soul is for a long time, but landed on it being the tapestry of memories, which in turn code a person’s choices, dreams, desires. If we could transplant every memory of one person from one body to another, we would effectively be moving souls. Monumental, you would imagine, when it comes to elongating lives in the event our terribly fragile bodies break down.”

“Sofia’s cure,” I say. My stomach churns, gnaws at my insides, and I’m having trouble breathing. Every time I grasp the implications of what Windale is describing—this grotesque immortality— my brain skids to a halt, unwilling to confront the truth. “She was dying.”

“She was,” Windale agrees. “Or, well, she’s dead now. Been dead too, but she was never the important part of the project. She’s quite replaceable, actually. I didn’t know she had anything to do with this until her body showed up.”

“This makes no sense,” I say. “What you’re describing isn’t possible.”

And isn’t true. Yes, a person is made up of their memories and their choices, but they’re more than that, aren’t they? Can you encode a collective consciousness? Can you transplant the possibilities of a life, the people they could become? So much about the people I love rests in their insubstantial qualities: the way Tass belly laughs even when a joke isn’t that funny, how Jaden listens like you’re the only person in the world, how Sofia looks at the night sky, with the kind of determination that makes you believe she could pluck the stars out with her fingers. My memories and perception of them, not just their own. Windale’s project—the Institute’s project—is a faded film of something Technicolor and vibrant. I can’t wrap my head around it.

“I thought so too,” says Windale. “We all privately thought this was a fool’s errand. But I noticed the weirder asks; observations on our cohort, person by person. And then you told me your memory felt funny. That’s when I figured it out. Maccauley already knew and it drove him off the ledge.”

Her impassive expression shutters. “He’s dead because of you.”

I stumble backward. “What? I didn’t hurt him.”

But I think about how Maccauley looked at me in Clarke’s office, how we thought his behavior was a symptom of a guilty conscience. I’d thought it was all to do with Sofia, but Sofia’s been dead all along.

“You might as well have,” Windale says, but her tone is sad. Broken. “He couldn’t handle it, everything they were doing to you. He was always fighting with Clarke.”

“Why would you do this?” I ask, my head spinning, because I still don’t understand what this is.

Windale turns away. “I didn’t know at first.”

Silence stretches taut between us. “They were cagey about the details, at least with Bishop and me. I had to figure it out on my own, and Bishop’s still mostly clueless, happy to follow instructions and take the crumbs they offered up as pathetic explanations. Of course Maccauley knew the details—he was the chosen one. Everything was set up for him to join the Institute.”

The position will be yours.

“I couldn’t let him win, so I started digging myself,” Windale continues, and it’s hard to hear her now. She’s whispering into the wind. “You need to understand—I needed this. I needed to prove to my mom—” Her voice breaks. “I didn’t mean for it to go this far.”

“You drugged us,” I say quietly, and her mask shatters completely. Her bright blue eyes well with tears.

“I thought it was another transfer,” she says, her voice shaking. “I thought they were trusting me with more since Maccauley was gone. I thought they’d pick me. And then you all passed out. Bishop was asleep. And Clarke told me to leave.”

“And you did.”

Windale’s crying. I’m crying too.

“I can help you,” Windale says, her determination steely. “I can help you remember everything. Are you ready, Aarya?”

My stomach lurches, threatening to spill its contents on the ground. Jaden had wanted to tell me something—was he putting this together as well? There’s an earsplitting scream that’s me, my voice, stuck in my head, and I fall to my knees, pull at my hair.

“What’s happening?” I cry.

Windale drops to the ground in front of me and holds out a tube to my nose. There’s a sudden whiff. Tulips. It’s the same scent on the porch with the plants, Sofia’s scent, but dialed up, so sweet it’s rancid. It travels up my nose and envelops my brain. The material world disappears; all I see is red.

“Smell has always been such a potent key to unlocking memories,” she whispers as a kaleidoscope of images battle for space in my mind. “There you go. It’s always been in your head.”



I’m running as fast I can. Windale’s last words carry on the wind, warning of an impending storm.

I don’t know what she did to me but my senses are in disarray; I’m seeing people in my peripheral vision, shadows flickering in the distance, moving behind the gauzy curtains hanging along the gray-tinted residence windows, over the porch. Faces that feel familiar, but they’re not my peers; I hear names and voices that make my gut ache.

Aarya, are you ready for this next step?

You’re going to change the world

Wait till they see you, you beautiful thing

Soul transferal. Life transferal. I can’t process it, can’t fathom the extent of what’s been done. It all feels like a horrid nightmare, and I collapse against the banister of my porch. The ivy writhing up the walls turns silver and blue, curling toward me.

Sofia can’t have been dead for years. I gave her my hoodie (she died in it), she came in through my window (and never seemed to leave), she left me plants on my porch (did she?).

The plants. Someone left me plants and they’re in my room, and the memory of their existence is a breath of fresh air sharply entering my lungs. I race toward the door, the possibility of understanding.

The house is dark, the kind of empty that can be felt. These last few days I’ve felt like a ghost, but now it’s everything else that’s ephemeral, passing through me rather than the other way around. I’m equal parts trepidation and excitement as I climb up the stairs, which feel harder than I remember, like the carpeting has been changed, something lush switched out for something worn. Footsteps of my apparitions swirl around; there’s a boy with glasses, and a girl wearing a high bun. It takes a moment for me to remember: They were in the old archives, members of previous classes.

How is that possible?

There’s a strange cloud ahead, an exhalation, and I run into it.

When the door to my room creaks open, I don’t recognize the space inside. My bed is there, the same cream sheets stretched across the plush mattress. My armoire too, the doors flung open to reveal clothes I don’t quite recognize. It’s my room, but it’s not, because I’m staring at a snapshot, a slide that someone’s slipped inside goggles.

I smell it first.

It’s rank, the smell of debris-filled paths trodden by time. Time that it is not supposed to have. Time that I’ve been trying to hold in my hands, but it’s impossible. I’ve read the poems and proclamations, the ones that confess and celebrate our ineptitude in the face of a never-stopping world, the onslaught of an end that is moving and moving and moving toward us every second of the day. Time is both a curse that slows down and a talisman that spins away, but I know as I enter my room and see the devastation within that this is no ordinary habit of time.

The plants are all dead.

The succulent is browned and fragile like molten snakeskin, except nothing has regrown in its place. Across the room is the monstera, which I’d thought was flourishing just yesterday, frail and forgotten. I’d received them on my porch the other day—no, not the other day. A long time ago.

The light in my room flashes, but I know it’s my mind. I see myself me wiping down the monstera’s leaves, and it’s just last week but it’s not last week. It’s another dimension, another time, another me that’s been forgotten forgotten forgotten.

There’s Sofia’s voice, humming through the air, singing a song I know by heart.

Yet another memory rises, this time of the press of my sweater to my skin. Fabric that’s now on her body.

Root rot penetrates the air, sickly and taunting. The hanging golden ivy sticks like black mold to my wall, true to its name, the devil’s ivy.

My religion is shaken, because the devil must be here. The devil may be me.

I sink to my knees and scream.
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I drag myself across the floor, palms scraping against the uneven wooden flooring.

Thump thump thump

It’s my knees hitting the ground as I crawl to my closet. The door shimmers, and when I blink it’s dark again, like someone turned off the light. The plants are gone, returned to their time; the room is otherwise the same. When I swing the doors open, I see the same things I left inside—the letters, the drawings, but this time another memory smashes into me.

I look at the art from the tree house and suddenly I’m there, sprawled across the floor next to Sofia, sketching to our hearts’ delights. Me. I drew these with her.

Another flash and I’m back at the tree house, this time alone, distraught. I can’t see myself but I remember the despair, see my hands frantically write the words on the back of the papers before taping them up: THEY’RE NOT TELLING YOU THE TRUTH.

They’re not they’re not they’re not, I repeat to myself through tears. You have to look behind, you have to remember.

The oxygen in the air thickens, and it’s difficult to breathe.

I move to the letters, and I’m sucked into another moment, here in this very room.

You sense it already, all that is wrong.

Get out.

The pen bleeds out on the last word, and the out smudges into a giant blot. I tear it up and write it again. Not enough, not enough. I pull out another page, and this time write:

IF YOU WANT TO LIVE LEAVE THE INSTITUTE

Why didn’t I just write out the whole truth? I want to yell at my memories, this old, frantic me, but a searing pain blinds me to the present. It’s too much, I realize. All of this at once is too much, too consuming. A stripping of identity must be a precarious event, a challenging of one’s foundation the most delicate time in development. I couldn’t afford to lay it all bare, for risk of true madness. Just these breadcrumbs have nearly driven me off the ledge.

My life may be taken from me, has been taken from me, over and over again. My memories have been held prisoner, but I will always know what to do with pieces of a whole. A jagged edge, an incomplete picture, will always tell me to go searching for what’s out there.

The next note, the last one: If you want to win the research position, meet me by the tree house Friday at midnight.—S.

This one’s real, but from another time. Another year, I find the email. The one confirming her death, buried and forgotten. I see myself in the library, searching frantically for a book. Which one will I be drawn to? Which one will spark the light? Someone who’s me but not me desperately tugs at them all until I find the one I’m searching for. Frankenstein.

A little on the nose.

It’s you, I whisper, slipping Sofia’s note and the email inside.

Soul transferal. Life transferal.

I race down the stairs and out the door, hurl my guts over the porch. The yellow of my bile splatters green on a blue patch of soil. Zenedine. Zenedine is in my DNA. Sofia is in my DNA.

The open air thrums with more secrets, more visions to share. I stumble near the giant tree where I threw out my rotten succulent, I fall at its base, and there it is—the fissure that up until now has been tightly sewn, coming apart at the fray. The hole gapes so wide it’s a wonder I’ve never seen it before, and when Sofia steps through it, her body shimmering against the twilight-clad Presidio, there’s an ache that weighs me down. An ache of knowing that all this time I thought she was real, willed her to be real, despite evidence that she’s not.

Not anymore.

She limps toward me, wearing blue jeans and my red hoodie, and that’s when I know the moment that’s come to me at last. Where it all ended, and began again. All this time I’ve been trying to find her, and the answer’s been here, waiting for me to be ready.

I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.

I bang my head against the trunk until a trickle of blood runs down my temple, and it’s like I’ve smashed the lockbox of my memories. The world explodes into variegated imagery before my senses distill, honing in on one moment. On Sofia. On the blood coating her hands. She’s stumbling so badly it’s a wonder she can stand.

“They found out,” she says, terrified. She’s wrapping her hands in the bottom of my hoodie, and a stain spreads across the hem. Above her head, the windows to my room are broken. The jagged edges glimmer in the moonlight, and I hear the crash, the—

Get out! As Sofia balls her hands into fists, covered by the flimsiest fabric and punches her way through the window to me. The roaring night outside, looming, watching, to see if we have what it takes to pull off her plan. She was going to get me out of the Institute, take me to the media, lay the Institute’s sordid mysteries out for the world to see.

She was trying to save me.

And just like that, it all comes back. The click of the door as it’s locked behind me, the sound of the keys being thrown away, over and over. The Sofia in front of me is desperate, ailing, and I want to tell her she can let go now, it’s already done, but the universe forces me to watch this play out.

“I won’t be able to run, but you can,” she pleads, and I’m shaking my head just like I did before.

“No,” I insist, crying, wishing I could stand and support her weight, but some things even time cannot change. “We can hide out here, wait for you to walk, they can’t possibly find us—”

But it’s too late. There’s a low roar. I look despite myself, despite knowing what I’ll find. A black sleek car calmly rolling in. The alarms alerted them a while ago, and I wonder how long they’ve been watching. Waiting. Enjoying the show we’re putting on. Sofia steps in front of me. The door swings open and I hear him. I hear them.

“Such a disappointing turn of events,” Clarke says. He’s striding toward us while the other door swings open. Tassinee walks out.

No, it’s Dr. Yang, absent of the unflinching conviction I’ve associated with her. She’s chewing her lip nervously, exactly like Tassinee. Tass, oh god, where is she? The present pulls at me, and I can see the darker path ahead, the one without the phantoms of my past, but as much as I try I cannot follow the thread.

Sofia’s voice trembles. “You have to let us go. Me and her. Just let us go, and I won’t press charges, won’t go to the media.”

Clarke laughs, and rage flares through me. “Press charges against who? Your parents signed consent for this work years ago, back when you were diagnosed. And she’s a property of the state.”

He grits his teeth, and Sofia takes another step in front of me. I want to push her out of the way, because this is another moment when things could have turned, when I could have carved out a different future.

“She’s a person,” Sofia snarls, snatching the air from my lungs. “A child. What you’re doing to her is abuse.”

“Sofia, please,” I plead, because a part of me doesn’t believe her, because how can I be real? How much of anything is real? When you’re made for something, designed with intent, how many of your choices are really yours? Maybe the question that I’m asking is wrong; maybe I should be wondering if it matters at all. But that isn’t the me from the past talking; that’s me right now. A dagger is lifted from my throat, replaced with the soft brush of Jaden’s lips, and Tassinee’s arm looped through mine. It’s cool and firm, compared with the leaves that crackle under my weight. An anchor to my present. To my now.

But what hurts is even if I knew it then, the outcome would not change. The next second, Sofia cries out in pain and crashes to the ground. I yell her name, crawl over her body, and I wonder what I look like, hunched over empty ground, crying over memories held by sacred places, by trees and silent, watching stars. She’s frothing at the mouth, and I hear myself ask, “Her medicines, where are they—” but her pockets are empty. And it doesn’t make sense, because she should have taken her dose earlier that day, and these effects are far too severe, and—

“I swapped them out for a placebo,” Clarke says. “Ever since I found out what you two were up to. You made this more complicated than it needed to be, Aarya—you were never supposed to befriend her. We just wanted to watch you interact with people, see how much of her transplants took hold, how much you developed your own personality. But no matter—this is a long-term study, and we can make sure you don’t remember any of this. You’ll join the cohort next year, and we can wipe the slate clean.”

My gut wrenches. I scream: “You bastard!” Then, I ignore that my nails are cutting through her skin as I search for her pills, anything that can help me twist the threads of fate, but there’s nothing nothing nothing. Clarke’s watching me from afar, and Dr. Yang … her hand is over her mouth, like she can’t quite believe what she’s seeing. The light is leaving Sofia’s eyes in front of me like the moon is taking what always belonged to it.

Now all I can do is cup her face, because sometimes all you can do is be a friend, all the way until the end. I can almost feel her, the sticky touch of her cheek, the soft brush of her hair. It’s just us for a moment, and this time it really is goodbye. Because this time the ending will be different. This time I won’t forget.

In the last flashes of my memory, I get to my feet and go inside the house, lock myself in the bathroom, this time by choice. I run my hands under water, scraping at the bits beneath my nails. I study my face and memorize the lines. I swear on my bones that I’ll come back, and despite the rock in my throat, the way each part of me groans, I look in the mirror and smile.
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“Aarya!”

As the vision fades, Jaden appears, kneeling next to me. Tassinee’s holding her shirt to my bleeding head. I lift a finger to Jaden’s face, trace the line of his jaw. Say goodbye.

“I’m so sorry,” Tassinee is saying, and her words emerge quickly. “We came looking for you, but then I got a call about your blood work and I know it’s a HIPAA violation but they were so panicked and I insisted they tell me what they found and—”

“I know,” I tell her softly. Jaden takes my hand, helps me sit up. I don’t know what they would’ve found in my blood, but it wouldn’t have been normal. How could it, when I’m made of something completely new?

“I’m the experiment.”

It’s all come back to me, like puzzle pieces—not ones that fit next to each other, but on top of one another. Slices of moments overlaid, cycles and sequences that don’t make sense when linear, but rather when seen through a tunnel.

Jaden and Tassinee are quiet as I fill them in on the rest.

“She was sick,” I start, spelling it all out for myself for the first time. “And the project was trying to transplant her life force into another body, a continuation of what the Institute’s been doing for the last five years. That’s what Maccauley’s team was helping with. Zenedine-based mRNA to transfer memory RNA, the closest imitation of life. The ultimate cure, a kind of immortality.”

“That’s impossible,” Tassinee says.

“It’s not,” I say. “There are parts of her in me. The time I came to San Francisco, my past with parents who were controlling—except they were worried about her health, then nervous that they’d endangered her more. The pains I experienced at home, the aspirations of becoming a scientist, the need to make something of myself in a life that’s never been on my terms … none of that is mine.” My memories shift; it’s a swerve, a complete opposition of perspective.

It’s not me sitting in the chair, looking at the dead raven. It’s Sofia, her insides suddenly roiling at the smell of her tulip perfume. It’s not me looking at Sofia bounding into the room, but Sofia looking at twelve-year-old me, and it’s strange, seeing myself from her eyes and seeing her from mine. No wonder she looked so different in my memories; I confused her youth with my own. But it still feels like I’ve known her my whole life. I don’t know how far back it goes, the fear, the anger, the pain. I can’t tell it apart from my own.

Tassinee’s hand rests on my shoulder. “If all your early memories are hers, then you’ve been here for years. You’ve … do you know who you are?”

I blink rapidly, letting the final piece of realization lock in. It was always there, but now, everything we’ve learned over the last few weeks clicks together in alarming clarity. I inhale and shake Jaden’s hands off mine. I need to feel myself, confirm my own existence, because I’m here.

Property of the state.

“I’m the vessel,” I say. “I was made here.”

The failed lab baby they’d mentioned during the demonstration hadn’t failed after all.

I wait for them to panic. I’m not sure how anyone is supposed to react to this—I’m not sure if I know how to handle it. It’s achingly clear now, why I didn’t write myself a long letter, explaining it all. It had to be a titration: a slow drip drip drip of my real consciousness. My brain still hurts from the pressure, but now that I’ve said it aloud, now that the memories are coming back to me in the sequence they occurred, there’s a sweet, sweet clarity emerging from behind the haze.

Hello, I say to myself. It’s been a long time coming.

“But you’re not just an empty slate,” Jaden says. “Were they swapping your lives?”

“It was one-way,” I say, my mouth dry. “The hope was to transplant her—or someone else who was sick—completely into me, so when their body dies, they survive it. And to do so in a way that my own memories were suppressed as well. They started the process when I was twelve and Sofia was seventeen, and it probably would’ve taken years but then we figured out what they were up to. And then she died.”

I don’t realize I’m crying until Jaden’s hand cups my face and his thumbs brush the tears off my cheeks. I look up at him and my heart cracks at his expression, so full of sorrow. I lean into his touch, let him hold me up as I continue.

“They still had mRNA from her, so they could continue this work despite her death. I think they even tried calling me Sofia for a while but it was too weird; I resisted. And once I had befriended the real Sofia, it got harder for her memories to root. Even now I—I can’t tell—”

The breakthrough memories, of us in the tree house, in the Institute, it’s kind of like what a retrovirus does to DNA, inserting a copy of itself and changing the host’s genome. I’m staring at a bowl with broken beads; my own memories are one color, Sofia’s another, and each recollection is a string made of both our parts. My head has two people in it and they never quite merged.

“You can’t quantify when a life is transplanted,” I explain. “And you can’t remove everything that had already been encoded in me, so I’ve stayed like this. Half made. They let me hang around past cohorts and started passing me off as a student once I was older.”

“Five years…,” Jaden says.

“And I’ve uncovered this truth before too,” I say, and this part is sweet. The surety. “This isn’t the first time, but they’ve always beaten me to it, somehow. That’s why I left myself those clues, and I hate to give her any credit, but I think Windale sped things along just enough.”

I can’t remember the details of every time I’ve figured out the truth in the past, but I know with certainty that this is the first time I have the upper hand.

I’m not alone.

“I can’t believe my mom—” Tassinee’s voice breaks. “This is inhumane.”

“She realized that,” I remind her. “She was here when Sofia died. I think she realized then and has been fighting for a while. It’s why they’re trying to get rid of her.”

“That’s why Clarke called us in,” Jaden mutters, and his hand rests on mine. “He was acting so weird—he had all these pointed questions about your behavior and performance. Tass and I bolted as soon as we could.”

“Yeah, he was collecting data,” Tassinee says absently. “But if you were grown from zenedine, this would mean zenedine has been around for decades. You’re seventeen. How has no one figured this out yet?”

I nod, bits and pieces of information coming back to me. Kernels of knowledge accumulated over the years I’ve spent here on this campus. My whole life. “It has, but evolution takes time. It was rare when they first found it, and they hadn’t realized how prevalent it was going to become. It’s given them time to make me.”

I am nothing but a creature created to serve a greater purpose. An instrument, a weapon, except now I have no master. I’m at my most dangerous form.

“What do we do?” Jaden asks.

“I think I have an idea,” I say, because I always have. Because I’ve had years with moments of lucidity to figure out the only path forward there is. And for the first time ever, I have a way to pull it off. “But I need to talk to my creator first. We have unfinished business.”



Darkness has fallen, and it’s time. Just as I can sense the impending end, I know he does too. I leave Jaden and Tassinee behind, let them grapple with the whole truth. My plan hinges on their help, something I haven’t had since Sofia, and they were enthusiastic about their tasks. In the meantime, the person I have to face is waiting for me.

The wind howls, a broken lone wolf. As I enter, the windows of the common room shudder in their all-too-weak metal frames. Clarke is there, sitting at the grand piano, playing a melody that sings through the air.

“Took you long enough this time,” he says, not even looking up.

“Good things take time,” I say, coming to a halt a few feet behind him.

He hums. “That they certainly do.”

We’ve done this before; it’s a rehearsal that rests in my muscle memory. I’ve known multiple cohorts, sat through years of classes. Each time I follow the growing trace of my own clues, until I end up here with Clarke, and it starts all over again.

Not this time.

“I told you that day to stop going down this path,” he says. More notes strum the air. “I’ve given you everything you know. I’ve given you life. A personality, a memory. You, my child, are a miracle.” At this he finally stops his tune and faces me. The last flickering light gives out, casting us into a darkness salvaged only by the distant city lights. He gets to his feet, takes another step toward me.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say, resisting the urge to step back. I don’t like the confidence on his face, the knowledge that he’s always been one step ahead, waiting for me to play catch-up. I shouldn’t be here, talking to him. I should have waited out my impulse, played out all the possible permutations of events.

But no amount of mathematics or science can predict this: a creator and creation, their never-ending dance. He knows me better than anyone else, more than a parent knows a child, but I know him too. I’ve adopted his cunning, his ruthlessness, his drive. And I’ve given myself chance after chance to dismantle him at last.

“You have robbed me of choice, autonomy, past, and identity. You say you’ve given me everything when you’ve actually taken it all away.” I barely recognize my voice, as shrill as the howling wind. The sky rumbles above and the power of the world seeps into me, a sweet catharsis as the clouds let down the first drops of rain. “It’s time you pay for this.”

A flash of lighting illuminates the gaunt lines of Clarke’s face.

“Sacrifices are needed for the betterment of science,” he sneers. “Isn’t that what you’ve said so many times before? It was necessary to wipe the slate clean each time. You’ve contributed significantly to our research on the limitations of zenedine. We created a unique social study when we started having you attend classes and work with peers in your cohorts.”

“And Maccauley?” I try not to grind my teeth. “Was that a sacrifice for science as well?”

Clarke’s face twists into something nasty. “That boy never had what it took, just a father who was generous with his investments. But if you’re accusing me of murder, you’re mistaken. He was high and fell into a ditch. I’m just glad we found him before the search party did so we could make the most of his untimely death.”

“By framing Tass for murder,” I say. “To blackmail her mom.”

“I’ve never claimed to be a good man,” Clarke says after a minute. And for a moment he looks a little sad. I’m not dealing with a mad scientist, but someone far more dangerous. Someone completely at ease with who he’s become, the choices he’s made. “I don’t know if power can coexist with good. But power can do good, and this work will do so much good. All of it, including Maccauley’s death, will push us forward, help us understand this world like never before.”

Maccauley’s whole team was complicit to varying degrees, unable to wrest the shackles of the Institute. Some of us matter more than others, but at the end of the day, we’re all cogs in a corrupt wheel. “We’re just collateral damage to you.”

“We each have our roles,” Clarke says, not even a little regretful. “But you are the most precious player. You have broadened our understanding on genetics, nature versus nurture. You will be remembered, Aarya—I’ve given you a legacy most people can only dream of.”

“I wanted to build my own legacy,” I wrench out. Reality pounds into me. Clarke is getting closer now; the clock is ticking down.

Clarke laughs. It’s horrifying. His teeth glint daggers, and I can smell his breath from here. “And you think you’ll be able to build your own legacy if you escape this?”

I say nothing.

“All you’re going to do by giving yourself up is destroy decades of research,” Clarke continues. “And dooming yourself to the same fate.”

He takes another step forward, and now he’s inches away. “What do you think they’re going to do to you when they find out what you are? Here, we knew what we were doing. You may not have liked it, but we kept you safe, we took care of you. You were never hurt or left wanting, not until now. They’re going to poke you like a lab rat, strip your skin off your bones to see what’s hidden inside, and you’re going to regret this very moment.”

I’m frozen in place. The horror of his truth is astounding, so bright when it’s laid out plainly in front of me, because he is right. And he knows it. Whatever I do today, my fate was sealed the moment I was brought into the world against my will. It’s why I can’t move when Clarke steps right up to me. He’s never had to fight me before. He’s only wielded the truth.

“Let me keep taking care of you,” he says. He cradles my face and his hands are cold and dry, his bony fingers digging into my cheeks. “We can come to an agreement—no more wiping your memories. No more medication.”

I flinch. “The medicine I’ve been taking…”

For an illness that was never mine.

“Immunosuppressants to make you more susceptible to illness,” Clarke explains, his hand dropping. “We needed you to think you were sick so your mind wouldn’t reject Sofia’s memories. Being ill was such a big part of her life. I must say you were better about taking them this time around. Normally I have to intervene more than once.”

My hand drifts up to my bicep. I recall the security guard’s nails digging into my arm as he handed me over to Clarke. I’d been too relieved at the lack of chastisement to realize that I hadn’t evaded consequences at all. The punishment was far worse than I’d been prepared for. “You injected me with something.”

Clarke’s mouth hardens. “We can’t have you sneaking off campus like that now, can we?”

I’m going to vomit. The lattice of lies unravels, plunging me into a pit of realizations, each more unnerving than the last. All those times I thought I needed the medication, doubled up on it …

He continues, oblivious to my despair. “You’ll have more choices. You can participate in the study, help with design. You’ll be unstoppable. I’ve been considering this for a while, and it might be the next phase in our experiment. Letting you leave with your team for that party was a good test. You behave, you get freedom to do things like that. We’re creating a new vessel, and your input on what’s gone right and wrong will be instrumental to creating the perfect blank slate for another soul.”

Another vessel. They want to grow another baby, do to them what they’ve done to me, but new and improved. With my help. He gazes into my eyes and I notice how light his are, how each thought he holds flickers in them like burning stars. And just like stars, he’s light-years ahead, and everything I’m seeing now had already been set into motion.

Clarke leans in, so his warm breath is on my ear. “They’re going to call you a monster,” he says. Hot tears fall down my cheeks. He’s right. It’s all I’ll ever be out there, and it’s all I’ll be here as well. A grotesque creation, a study, a monster who could be satiated or reined in depending on her master’s needs.

But is that all I really am?

Earlier, Windale talked about souls like they’re a singular, transferable entity, but I think they’re like atomic particles, attracted and repelled and held intact by their environment. So much of who we are comes not just from the interiority of a person, but the people around them. I might have been born to be an empty slate, someone to fill up with another personality, like a beaker prepared for experimentation. Eventually replaceable if broken. But it isn’t that simple. Haven’t I become more than that?

Sofia was prepared to throw away her future to get me out of here. She died trying, and her mother told me how much she cared for me. I’ve found my own family in Tassinee and Jaden, people who’ve never left my side, even when I’ve laid down horrible truths in front of them. I have pieces of Sofia in me, yes, but I’m also made up of so much more, a future with my own hopes and dreams. And I’ve barely had the time to figure it out.

“You underestimated me,” I tell Clarke. My breathing slows, steady. I understand the anatomy of panic, the way delusions lie to you. That’s all this is, a master manipulator at play. I put my trust in the people who have earned it. I bet on myself first. “And if I’m going to be a monster, it’ll be on my own terms.”

Clarke takes a sharp breath, and in the universe’s most glorious moment, his phone pings.

“You’ll want to look at that,” I whisper.

He pulls his phone out instantly, a hint of fear passing through him. This he didn’t expect. This he didn’t see coming. He draws a sharp breath at the message on his screen, and it’s sweeter than any knife I could’ve slid between his ribs.

“What have you done?” he asks, breathing heavily, animalistic.

“I told the world the truth,” I say, and a weight lifts off my chest. It’s done. Tassinee and Jaden contacted the media before I left, sharing everything we knew about zenedine, about its natural presence in San Francisco, about the Institute’s plans to manipulate and hoard a magical resource. I’m finishing what Sofia and I started, and I know it’s a long shot, but the only way to begin untangling this mess is to look at it in the harsh light of day.

“They won’t believe you,” he says firmly, but his shaking hand betrays his true fears. “We’ll tell them you were scorned students, disappointed at not being chosen. You and your friends will be blacklisted from the scientific community.”

“Good thing we don’t care,” Tass says, emerging from the back. I nearly double over at the sound of her voice, tears pouring down my face as Jaden enters with her.

“And I wouldn’t be so sure that they won’t believe us,” Jaden says, grinning as I rush to him and Tass. “After all, our reports were validated by an esteemed board member.”

Dr. Yang. My knees nearly crumble as she walks into the room. I had no idea. They were supposed to go to the media alone.

“You have no idea what you have done,” Clarke says, his phone shaking in his hand. “You have doomed us all. You have doomed yourself.”

“Maybe,” Dr. Yang says, and then her warm hand touches my shoulder. “But I’m prepared to face the consequences. This is long overdue. I should have stopped all of this when I could.”

Outside there’s a loud roar of an engine, and a screeching of wheels. That was lightning quick. I guess the reporters never quite went away.

“Well, Clarke,” I tell him with a small smile. “It’s time to face the music.”






Epilogue


One year later

My cause of death will be Tassinee Yang’s driving.

“Oh my god!” I scream as she swerves into the left lane and lets out a whoop of delight, oblivious to the angry chorus of honks.

“You’re going to push her into religion, Tass,” Jaden says from the passenger seat. I give the back of his chair a firm kick in response. He turns and blows me a kiss, and damn it if my cheeks don’t flame. I’ll blame it on the near-death experience. No one should look as good as he does right now, with sand dusting his temples, and skin even warmer after the morning spent at the beach.

“First she’s wealthy, then religious,” Tassinee quips back. “Soon you’re going to be signing up for my art classes. Complete your transformation.”

“I tried. Did you already forget how that went?” I ask, and we collapse into a fit of laughter. Jaden has one of my piss-poor attempts at painting (title: A Smack of Jellyfish) up on his bedroom wall and it’s an eyesore every time I visit his apartment near UC Berkeley. It’s his purported revenge for all the times I’ve corrected his college discussion posts, as if I haven’t been the reason he’s gotten full scores on them. In the few, rare moments he’s feeling sweet, he tells me it’s to remind himself that there are things I’m bad at. Like drawing jellyfish, apparently.

“Seriously, though, what’s the plan for the money?” Tassinee asks, waggling her eyebrows in the rearview mirror. My heart flies out of my body as she sharply swerves into the next lane. Someone needs to confiscate her driver’s license—she’s a menace.

“You should fund a trip for the three of us. We can go hiking in Patagonia,” Jaden says.

“Ew,” Tassinee argues. “We literally just hit the beach and saw glow-in-the-dark fish, and the first thing that comes to your mind is exercise? I say we go to an island.”

The Institute, for all intents and purposes, paid me off.

I lost sleep over it. The media frenzy following our exposé was madness, and I barely got a second to breathe. Turns out zenedine is not a San Francisco–exclusive phenomenon; other cities at the same latitude have observed similar mutations in their local flora and fauna. Clarke’s trial is ongoing, but the board met with me behind the scenes to offer a deal. They’d pay me an exorbitant amount of money to keep quiet about my identity and everything else I knew about the Institute. More specifically, to keep quiet about what they’d done to me. I was inclined to turn them down, but it was actually Dr. Yang’s and Clarke’s words that convinced me otherwise.

The Institute treated me like an object, and I wasn’t so sure everyone else wouldn’t do the same. They were offering me an out, a way to protect my peace and life going forward. We’d already exposed the truth about zenedine’s origin and availability, and when Clarke tried using the security tapes to pin Maccauley’s death on us, Windale (of all people!) came forward about the drugs. Between her testimony, Maccauley’s autopsy report, and the board’s desperate need to find a scapegoat for their PR crisis, we were cleared of charges and Clarke’s nailed coffin was buried deep underground. I didn’t have much else to gain by speaking out. I wanted an escape; I wanted to step away. The burden of their decades-long corruption should not be on my shoulders, something I’ve come to terms with during countless therapy sessions in the months since.

Tassinee and Jaden headed to college; Tass is at art school on the East Coast while Jaden stayed in the Bay Area. I took the year off, something I never thought I’d do, but it’s been bliss. I started tutoring once the intensity of media attention quelled, and I’ve enjoyed it more than I expected. Contribution, not sacrifice. It leaves me with something, rather than whittling me down, the way the zenedine scandal was doing. All eyes were on San Francisco and it was too much. I still love science with all my heart, and one day I’ll go back to school and dive into the heart of zenedine, of all it has to offer. There’s so much we still don’t know.

But right now, it’s not my problem.

Otherwise, I’m exploring. I’ve uncovered so many wonders in San Francisco, this city that’s like a historical-film reel, stuffed into a container one size too small. I’ve had my hair tied into knots over the cliffs of Half Moon Bay, stumbled past the neon signs in Chinatown in search of the best dim sum, and soaked up every bit of sun in Dolores Park while counting the number of multi-eyed squirrels that have popped up at every corner. Usually alone, often with Jaden, and sometimes with Tassinee when she visits. One year hasn’t been nearly enough, so I’m thinking of taking another year off. Using the money they’re giving me to travel, teach, and figure out what I want to do with my life. Good thing I have two ready-to-go buddies champing at the bit to tag along.

“Well, we could do Patagonia and the Caribbean,” I say.

Tassinee’s grin is blinding. “Have I told you I love you?”

“Many times,” I say happily.

We pull up a mountain, and it’s a little absurd, how quickly we’ve gone from beach to snow. The trees are covered in a soft white layer that shakes off dried branches. This was our biggest goal for winter break, something I’ve wanted to do for Sofia. Sadness strikes the same chord it always does when I think of her, but time has dulled it, just a little.

This is for you, I tell her in my mind. Because I believe she’s in there, in some way.

Tassinee parks and we start changing, swapping out our sand-crusted sandals for winter boots and pulling on gloves, beanies, and thick puffer jackets. The door swings open and Jaden’s there, smiling at me the way he does over every cup of coffee at the café near his apartment, on the couch while he reads my new favorite romantic-fantasy novel, under the sparkling lights of crowded streets that we’ve wandered through, hand in hand. Snow dusts the top of his hair, and something in my gut twists with overwhelming emotion.

“You sure you don’t want something for your ears?” I ask, jumping out of the car. “You might get frostbite.”

“Nah,” he says, pulling me into his arms. “You can keep me warm.”

“Gross,” Tassinee mutters, but I laugh into his chest. This will never get old; how safe I am with them. He kisses my nose.

“Remember I love you,” he says, before something mischievous passes through his eyes.

“What—”

A snowball hits me square in the jaw. Jaden pushes off me, doubling over with laughter at my utter shock. Tassinee is standing a foot away, a pile of snowballs at the ready, a second one in her hand.

“That’s cheating!” I yell, laughing despite myself, blinking out snow from my eyes. I reach down to scoop some of my own.

“There’s my favorite nerd,” Tassinee laughs, sending another snowball my way, but this one mercifully sails past my feet.

“You’re both going to pay for this,” I warn, shaping the giant mountain of snow I’ve gathered in my arms. A deserved look of fright passes over both their faces, before they exchange a glance and, like the cowards they are, run.

I might not know what I want to do with my life, where I want to go next, or who I want to be. But as I chase after my friends down a snow-covered road, the wind whistling in my ears, my nerves tingling with life, I think I’m okay with that.

I’ve got nothing but time.
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